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This article argues for the use of critical literacy as a critical pedagogy in student affairs practice. The 
authors describe how some currents of the student affairs literature have shifted toward a focus on 
student learning and critical approaches to student development and learning. Subsequently, they 
discuss the social turn in our understanding of literacy and a related move toward critical approaches to 
understanding literacy as a social practice. Finally, they present a synthesis of the literature, which results 
in considerations for approaching higher education student affairs contexts through a critical literacy 
framework, exposing gaps and areas for future theorizing and research.
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The field of student affairs primarily focuses on 
student safety, support, growth, and learn-
ing within and across a range of experienc-

es outside of classrooms at colleges and universities 
(American College Personnel Association [ACPA] & 
National Association of Student Personnel Adminis-
trators [NASPA], 2004). The field of literacy studies 
focuses on the role of reading, writing, and related 
semiotic systems (e.g., images and sounds) within 
and across social domains of people’s lives, such as 
their homes, schools, and workplaces. To the extent 
these social domains support particular literacies and 
marginalize others, along with the people who enact 
them, the subfield of critical literacy provides tools for 
understanding and transforming social domains to be 
more equitable. We assert that the fields of student 
affairs and critical literacy have a complementary rela-
tionship that can aid in understanding how and why 
students make meaning across different parts of their 
lives, as well as how they assimilate to and/or trans-
form aspects of these different social domains. Fur-
thermore, we argue that we can support college-age 
students in noticing and questioning systems of op-
pression as the systematic and unjust treatment of a 
population based on a shared characteristic, whether 
assumed or claimed, such as race, gender, or ability. 
We argue that when college-age students question sys-
tems of oppression at work within and across social 
domains, they are potentially better prepared to nav-
igate and dismantle oppressive forces that shape their 
lived experiences.

In this article, we describe how some currents of 
the student affairs literature have shifted to focus on 
student learning and critical approaches to student 
development and learning. Subsequently, we discuss 
the social turn in our understanding of literacy and 
a related move toward critical approaches to under-

standing literacy as a social practice. Finally, we pres-
ent a synthesis of the literature, exposing gaps and 
areas for future theorizing and research.

A Note on Positionality

A researcher’s perspective, intentionally or not, 
seeps into the pores of the scientific and shapes the 
very essence of any project, whether empirical or the-
oretical. Therefore, it is essential to note our position-
ality in relation to this discussion.

Brian is a student affairs professional who has 
been in the field for 10 years. His salient identities 
include white1, male, queer, and low to lower-mid-
dle socioeconomic class of origin. He questions the 
logics that intercept his understanding of the topic 
at hand through these identities, which means ques-
tioning whether his theorizing benefits him or people 
with his identities to the detriment of others. Does, 
for example, applying critical literacy to a student af-
fairs context truly provide opportunities to transform 
higher education for the benefit of marginalized pop-
ulations? This questioning has required Brian to seek 
to understand critical literacy through viewpoints and 
identities that differ from his own by reading research 
and testimonials from such perspectives. Brian has 
also, for some time, been an advocate for social trans-
formation in education through critical, liberatory, 
and anti-oppressive frameworks (e.g., Kumashiro, 
2002; 2004). Through the process of researching and 
writing this article, Brian monitored his assumptions 
through journaling and checking his work with col-
leagues who hold different perspectives. It is Brian’s 
view that a student learning approach has the poten-
tial to be anti-oppressive (i.e., actively resist and work 
against oppressive forces) and liberatory (i.e., facilitate 
healing and freedom from injustices), and he seeks to 
better understand how critical literacy plays a role in 
this potential within student affairs.

Ryan is an assistant professor in the fields of lit-
eracy studies and English education. From a critical 
literacies perspective, Ryan seeks to understand the 
relationships among the literacy practices people 

1 While the APA (2010) style guide states that racial and 
ethnic groups should be capitalized, we have chosen not to cap-
italize “white” as an act of resistance to “challenge the assumed 
power and dominance that is embedded in whiteness and white 
supremacy” (Ashlee, 2019, p. 211).
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bring with them and the sanctioned literacy practices 
at work in particular social contexts, such as schools 
and communities. These relationships among literacy 
practices often involve agentive negotiation, such as 
adapting, adopting, resisting, and outright rejecting 
the literacy practices sanctioned in a particular social 
space or physical place. Drawing on ethnographic 
methodologies, Ryan attempts to understand how 
power relations shape this negotiation among litera-
cy practices and the social and learning consequences 
of those involved. Within this work, Ryan attempts 
to decenter his identities, including white, male, het-
erosexual, and middle socioeconomic class of origin, 
through principled ethnographic investigations that 
seek to understand the emic perspectives and experi-
ences of the people with whom he works. In addition 
to descriptive studies of how youth negotiate literacy 
practices, Ryan is an advocate for designing learning 
opportunities that support the negotiation of litera-
cy practices that are of value to them. Though Ryan 
is largely unfamiliar with the field of student affairs, 
he conceptualizes learning within higher education 
(and generally) as the adaptation of social and litera-
cy practices sanctioned by particular institutions and 
disciplines.

We share these details so that readers can keep 
in mind our positionality as they interpret our work, 
which is about finding connections between our fields 
in the hope that doing so can advance the kinds of 
transformative practices and pedagogies both authors 
believe in. Throughout this article, we challenge read-
ers to consider not only how literacy relates to stu-
dent affairs, but also how K–12 education relates to 
higher education and how learning in the classroom 
relates to learning outside of the classroom (ACPA & 
NASPA, 2004). These same challenges were and are 
salient for us. Our differences provided a shared space 
for dialogue about how student affairs educators may 
unknowingly support oppressive literacy practices in 
their work and how literacy can be a tool for disman-
tling oppressive systems.

Evolutions in Student Affairs Theory and 
Practice

Institutions of higher education as a whole have 
a pernicious history of exclusion of, discrimination 
against, and harm to people with marginalized identi-
ties. Jaimes (1999) showed how Dartmouth College, 
for example, was created to “save” Native Americans 
by assimilating them into the dominant culture as 
Christian missionaries. Ford (2017) described how, 
“for most of its history in the United States higher ed-
ucation…was about preserving Christian civilization 
and preparing young people for a life of service” (p. 
151). Prior to the late 19th century, faculty at insti-
tutions of higher education were responsible for both 
the intellectual and moral development of students 
(Ford, 2017). As faculty became more specialized 
in teaching and research and the function of higher 
education shifted toward developing an employable 
workforce, faculty interest in the moral development 
of students and the administrative tasks they once 
performed waned. This change led to the creation of 
new administrative posts, which quickly came to be 
called deans of men and deans of women, to meet 
these needs (Hevel, 2016). The profession of student 
affairs is firmly rooted in the initial separation of these 
duties from the professorial role and the exclusionary 
history of higher education.

The inclusion of women as deans did not lead 
to the erasure of oppression in higher education and 
was, in some ways, a result of it. While the growth 
of deans of women coincided with the gradual inte-
gration of women into all-male colleges and univer-
sities, many women found themselves in such roles 
after earning graduate degrees and being subsequently 
shut out by men in faculty hiring processes (Hevel, 
2016). However, this position did create opportuni-
ties for women to have a more direct impact on the 
field of student affairs and marginalized students. 
Perkins (2015) shared a history of Lucy Diggs Slowe, 
“one the earliest black women to study in the field 
of student affairs” (p. 732) and the first Black wom-
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an to hold the post of Dean of Women at Howard 
University, which she held from 1922–1937. Accord-
ing to Perkins (2015), “Slowe sought to promote the 
growth and development of female college students 
as individuals, particularly those interested in enter-
ing the new and growing fields opening to women” 
(p. 732). Through such efforts, the responsibilities of 
such deans expanded beyond housing and discipline 
to include student advisement, career guidance, over-
seeing student publications, and additional positions 
that emerged throughout the early 20th century as 
extensions of these deans’ responsibilities and expand-
ing portfolios (Hevel, 2016).

Alongside this expansion, the field of student af-
fairs took on a more scientific approach to working 
with and understanding students through the influ-
ence of the field of psychology, culminating in the 
publication of The Student Personnel Point of View 
(SPPV) in 1937. Emerging from the process of pro-
fessionalizing the field, the SPPV was an early docu-
ment that focused on the whole student and “placed 
an emphasis, in brief, upon the development of the 
student as a person rather than upon his intellectu-
al training alone” (American Council on Education 
[ACE], 1937, p. 1). Torres, DeSawal, and Hernández 
(2012) argued that the SPPV marked the beginning 
of the recognition of student affairs as a profession 
of educators by defining “student affairs as an essen-
tial component in higher education [that provides] 
holistic learning and transformational thinking for 
the benefit of developing the whole student” (p. 25). 
However, in a world where the vast majority of col-
lege students were socioeconomically advantaged 
white men, it is worth questioning whose develop-
ment student affairs professionals at the time centered 
(Torres et al., 2012). While the field at large focused 
on wealthy, white male students, professionals of col-
or and women advocated for the needs of students of 
color and women with little support from their white 
colleagues and men of color colleagues (Hevel, 2016).

Following World War II, colleges and universi-
ties faced an identity crisis as they welcomed a rap-

idly growing and increasingly diverse college student 
population, (Coomes & Gerda, 2015). In response, 
student affairs professionals of the 1960s and 1970s 
moved toward student development, which drew in-
sights from human development and counseling 
(Coomes & Gerda, 2015). Still, Jones and Stewart 
(2016) pointed out that most early scholars created 
student development theories with white, male, and 
socioeconomically privileged students in mind. Hevel 
(2016) showed how much of the progress for mar-
ginalized populations (both students and staff) was 
made through the labor of women, especially wom-
en of color. Through these historical efforts and the 
continued advocacy within the field of student affairs, 
conceptions of student development evolved to focus 
on marginalized voices that increasingly gained access 
to higher education during this period (Torres, Jones, 
& Renn, 2009).

As student development theories evolved and new 
theories emerged, outside organizations and govern-
ment agencies began demanding clear measurement 
of student learning and other outcomes in response 
to critiques of higher education’s cost (Elkins, 2015). 
Some of those critical voices argued that the work of 
in student affairs units did not contribute to higher 
education’s core mission. In response, the ACPA pub-
lished The Student Learning Imperative in 1994, argu-
ing for “pairing an out-of-classroom understanding of 
learning processes with the formal teaching processes 
of the university to bring student affairs closer to the 
learning mission” (Coomes & Gerda, 2015, p. 18). A 
decade later, in 2004, ACPA and NASPA published 
Learning Reconsidered: A Campus-Wide Focus on the 
Student Experience, which argued that the entire col-
lege experience, including the developmental expe-
riences outside of the classroom, should be viewed 
through the lens of learning such that student devel-
opment and learning are two parts of one whole.

Emerging Student Learning Approaches
Some professionals have taken on this call to con-

sider their work through the lens of student learning, 
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with student learning institutes emerging from ma-
jor professional associations and the inclusion of stu-
dent learning in the field’s professional competencies 
(ACPA & NASPA, 2015; Pope, Reynolds, & Muel-
ler, 2009). Still, this emphasis on student learning has 
been an altogether uncoordinated and disjunct expe-
rience across the field and college campuses (Kerr & 
Tweedy, 2006). For example, on a campus where one 
of the authors worked, a career center used to teach 
students about (white) professionalism in the work-
place. Advice and marketing materials shared words 
and images primarily of men in suits and ties and 
women in blouses, jackets, and long skirts with fash-
ionable purses. Meanwhile, the LGBTQ center and 
multicultural center independently taught students 
to critique and resist professionalism in different and 
sometimes conflicting ways. These conflicting signs 
and symbols of professionalism created confusing 
and challenging pathways for students attempting to 
make meaning of their lived experiences and possible 
futures as “professionals” in the workforce.

More recently, scholarship suggests more coordi-
nated curricular approaches that funnel learning oc-
curring outside of the classroom through educational 
priorities and map strategies to learning outcomes 
(Kerr & Tweedy, 2006; Kerr, Tweedy, Edwards, & 
Kimmel, 2017); however, this scholarship has not yet 
attended to the nuances of pedagogy through a critical 
lens. More broadly, there is practically no published 
research on curricular approaches (Lichterman, 2016) 
and very little research and scholarship on pedagog-
ical approaches to student affairs education. For ex-
ample, a search of the ERIC database using the terms 
“student affairs” and “pedagogy” in article abstracts 
yielded a total of 17 peer-reviewed results, but few 
of these results are even remotely related to pedagogi-
cal approaches to student affairs work. There is also a 
lack of understanding of how the implementation of 
a learning orientation and pedagogical approaches in 
student affairs contexts integrates with research and 
scholarship on inclusive and critical pedagogy or how 
such approaches are implicated in and perpetuate 

systems of inequity (i.e., differences in access based 
on identity). Hannah and Ellis (2018), for example, 
suggested that curricular approaches may reify social 
practices that undermine the desire for social justice 
due to their prescriptive nature.

This lack of attention to (critical) pedagogy in 
student affairs is surprising given the field’s recent 
attention to the language of learning as well as his-
torical and emerging research on critical approach-
es to student development (Torres et al., 2009). In 
a review of the field’s growth over the last century, 
Jones and Stewart (2016) paid particular attention 
to social justice, identity, diversity, equity, and inclu-
sion. However, they largely left student learning out 
of the discussion. They argued that student develop-
ment as a field has gone through three major waves. 
In the final wave, scholars view student development 
through critical frameworks, which center systems 
and structures of oppression rather than merely iden-
tities. Jones and Stewart (2016) further contended 
that these third wave perspectives brought to the fore-
front three central issues: (a) how oppressive systems 
influence both actual development and perceptions 
of development, (b) how systems of oppression and 
privilege can interact for members of more than one 
marginalized group, and (c) how an understanding of 
students’ individual agency can inform how student 
affairs professionals interact with them as educators.

Through these emerging perspectives, new mod-
els attending to the needs of an increasingly (and al-
ready) diverse student population and methods for 
critiquing and transforming higher education contin-
ue to develop. Some scholars have questioned wheth-
er certain theoretical underpinnings of the field, such 
as Baxter Magolda’s (2009) theory of self- authorship, 
hold up under the scrutiny of such frameworks. Abes 
and Hernández (2016), for example, argued that 
self-authorship may be dangerous for students with 
marginalized identities. Some scholars have engaged 
in research to better understand marginalized stu-
dents’ experiences, such as Nicolazzo (2017), who 
contributed to the field’s knowledge on the experience 
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of trans* college students “doing resilience” (p. 89) by 
engaging in practices that help them survive in edu-
cational institutions, which actively reject and harm 
them. Others have developed new ways (or articu-
lated already known ways) of engaging with students 
with marginalized identities. For instance, Watt and 
Linley (2014) edited an issue for New Directions for 
Student Services entirely dedicated to the creation of 
multicultural initiatives in student affairs and higher 
education.

While these emerging models and perspectives 
provide valuable insight into how student affairs pro-
fessionals conceptualize students and their growth and 
development in college as well as how to create envi-
ronments that meet and support student needs, they 
do not center recent pedagogical frameworks. Still, 
there are examples of scholars framing student affairs 
work in the context of teaching and learning. Watt’s 
(2015) edited volume, Designing Transformative Mul-
ticultural Initiatives, expands on how multicultural 
initiatives operate within learning environments both 
in and outside of the classroom in higher education 
environments. Watt (2015) describes the volume’s 
contents as centering techniques and strategies for 
how to engage with difference (i.e., instances when 
individuals are confronted with aspects of themselves 
which make them different from others). At times, 
the arguments within the volume draw on pedagogy. 
For example, Watt’s (2015) authentic, action-orient-
ed, and framing for environmental shifts (AAFES) 
method offers a means for aiding students in exam-
ining their own relationship with difference without 
marginalizing others. Furthermore, the method em-
phasizes working toward action that leads to change. 
This method is grounded in the work of both Freire 
(1970) and hooks (1994) by framing “multicultural 
initiatives as a practice of freedom...[and] a process 
of deconstructing dehumanizing environments and 
reconstructing them for optimal inclusion” (Watt, 
2015, p. 2).

Watt’s (2015) work serves as an example of how 
critical theories can align with pedagogical frame-

works to advance transformational learning oppor-
tunities in student affairs contexts. Student affairs 
scholar-practitioners must continue to innovate as a 
field toward critical approaches to their work; the use 
of critical pedagogies provides them with a promising 
direction for continuing to merge theory and prac-
tice. In the next section, we turn to how our under-
standing of literacy has changed over time. The social 
and critical turns in literacy studies discussed in the 
following sections provide fertile space for aligning 
with other critical approaches to pedagogy in student 
affairs practitioners’ work with college students.

Social Turn in Literacy Studies

Early conceptualizations of literacy narrowly fo-
cused on the requisite knowledge, skills, and behaviors 
for designing and perceiving written texts (Comber & 
Cormack, 1997). This early autonomous model of lit-
eracy assumes that the ability to read and write affects 
other social and cognitive processes (Street, 2005). 
The autonomous model of literacy is related to the 
literacy myth—the notion that the development of 
these skills autonomously transforms an individual’s 
cognition and leads to social, economic, and cultural 
prosperity (Graff, 1979). Therefore, early programs of 
literacy based on the autonomous model sought to 
isolate and ultimately improve these skills for individ-
uals and societies.

Referred to as the social turn (Gee, 2000), this 
autonomous model was disrupted by studies in psy-
chology (Scribner & Cole, 2014/1981), literacy stud-
ies (Barton & Hamilton, 1998; Street, 1984), and 
the ethnography of communication (Heath, 1983). 
These studies collectively demonstrated how partic-
ular forms of literacy are situated in social domains, 
such as families, schools, faith communities, com-
merce, and workplaces. These studies demonstrated 
how multiple forms of literacy shape and are shaped 
by social practices within and across these social do-
mains in terms of their value and practical use. As a 
result, the social turn was a turn away from the au-
tonomous model of literacy as a neutral set of skills 
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and a turn toward the ideological model of literacy. 
The ideological model subsumes the autonomous 
model and considers how multiple literacies are sit-
uated within social and cultural practices and are 
underpinned by particular ideologies (Street, 2003). 
Researchers following the social turn in literacy stud-
ies collected under the name New Literacy Studies to 
signal this new way of conceptualizing literacy as a 
social practice, while attending to the power relations 
literacy practices implicate (Street, 1995).

Comber and Cormack (1997) built on the ideo-
logical model of literacy focusing on power relations 
implicated by the kinds of texts acceptable within par-
ticular social domains. Specifically, they considered 
classroom settings where certain kinds of events and 
practices related to literacy are the norm and others 
are not. On a micro-level, educators determine which 
literacy practices correspond with target competen-
cies in school settings; in doing so, educators sanction 
particular social and cultural practices involving lit-
eracy while marginalizing others. The literacy prac-
tices sanctioned by schools tend to map on to social 
and cultural practices of the dominant culture (white, 
middle class). As a consequence, students who do not 
represent the dominant culture and enact unsanc-
tioned literacy practices are considered in a deficit per-
spective compared to the norm. Too often, educators 
and leaders at educational institutions chalk up the 
differences between the sanctioned and unsanctioned 
literacy practices within the processes of schooling to 
the failing of individual students who do not repre-
sent the dominant culture. Comber and Cormack 
(1997) suggested that teachers need to evaluate which 
texts and literacy practices they privilege in their class-
rooms, as well as the extent to which students may use 
these literacy practices in their current or future lives. 
Furthermore, they advocate for rendering students’ 
literacy practices that do not map on to the dominant 
culture within an asset perspective, thereby validating 
and sustaining literacy practices and identities affili-
ated with social domains, such as home and popular 
culture. Additionally, teachers should support stu-

dents in critically evaluating how and why to adapt, 
adopt, resist, or reject literacy practices affiliated with 
social domains unfamiliar to them.

Critical Literacies and Pedagogies

The social turn in literacy studies allowed for a 
consideration of how literacy practices were enact-
ed in social domains outside the classroom. In a re-
view of literacy studies conducted in homes, schools, 
and after-school programs, Schultz and Hull (2008) 
highlighted how this research demonstrated that stu-
dents can learn and enact complex literacy practices 
in out-of-school settings while being considered un-
successful in school settings given the narrow view of 
what counts as sanctioned literacy practices. Hull and 
Schultz (2002) also considered that understanding 
students’ literacy practices is more complex than an 
inside- and out-of-school binary. Students’ social do-
mains overlap, and they enact literacy practices with-
in and across multiple settings, such as by 
enacting literacy practices affiliated with popular 
culture within school settings or enacting literacy 
practices affiliated with school at home.

This consideration of how students learn to enact 
literacy practices within and across settings is directly 
relevant to student affairs practice, since that practice’s 
primary concern is helping students learn in contexts 
outside of the classroom and linking that learning 
with the academic knowledge gained in the classroom 
(ACPA & NASPA, 2004). Additionally, this consid-
eration provides insights into the relationships among 
literacy practices sanctioned in both high schools and 
colleges as well as the literacy practices students bring 
along with them from social domains not directly af-
filiated with traditional schooling (e.g., home, faith 
community, popular culture). Because circulations of 
power shape these relationships, there is a need for 
literacy practices and pedagogies informed by critical 
theory.

Critical literacy as a whole is “a philosophy that 
recognizes the connections between power, knowl-
edge, language, and ideology, and recognizes the in-
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equalities and injustices surrounding us in order to 
move toward transformative action and social justice” 
(Mulcahy, 2008, p.16). At its core, critical literacy 
outlines a way of enacting literacy practices that seek 
to redress social inequities. Social and cultural prac-
tices shape the ways critical literacy is enacted within 
and across multiple domains. Researchers acknowl-
edge variations in the ways critical literacy is situated 
within particular social domains by using the plural 
form of the term: critical literacies (Comber & Simp-
son, 2001). Learning opportunities that support the 
development and enactment of critical literacies that 
critique and redress inequities and power asymme-
tries are forms of critical pedagogy. McArthur (2010) 
describes the commonalities among the varied defi-
nitions of critical pedagogy across the literature. She 
suggests that “the relationship between pedagogy and 
politics is two way; not only is pedagogy political, 
but pedagogy provides the knowledge and abilities 
through which individuals can see themselves as po-
litical agents and act accordingly” (McArthur, 2010, 
p. 304). Critical pedagogy centers the power imbal-
ances present in communities and seeks to make the
learning process a liberatory one for both the teacher
and the student through its relationship with social
engagement and action.

Critical literacy research and scholarship over the 
decades have supported social transformation. Rogers 
and O’Daniels (2015), for example, reviewed the lit-
erature on critical literacy education over the course of 
about two decades (1990–2012). They explained that 
the publication of critical literacy education-related 
research expanded exponentially over these years. In 
particular, 2010–2012 marked the most substantial 
increase, as well as a major shift toward empirical re-
search from primarily theoretical or classroom prac-
tice-based scholarship. Honing in on studies from 
2012 only, the authors identified three particularly 
active areas of scholarship, including (a) how criti-
cal literacies expand access and transform power, (b) 
how critical literacy is a form of social justice, and (c) 
how critical literacy is a form of dialogic engagement. 

These themes indicate increasing attention to the 
transformative aspects of critical literacy, and there is 
great potential for student affairs educators to consid-
er the relevance of these aspects in learning contexts 
outside of the classroom.

During the later period reviewed by Rogers and 
O’Daniels (2015), Janks (2010) introduced the in-
terdependent model of critical literacy, which relies 
on four concepts: domination (who holds power and 
over whom), access (who has access to what knowl-
edge and how), diversity (differences between peo-
ple), and design (the production [construction, de-
construction, and reconstruction] of text). In Janks’s 
(2010) view, critical literacy is flexible and open when 
viewed through these intersecting theoretical frames, 
and the model is interdependent because removing 
any one of the four components leads to the rein-
forcement of the status quo.

The underlying principles of the interdependent 
model are based on interrogations of societal systems 
of power, privilege, and inequity that go beyond in-
stitutions or age groups. For example, Janks (2019) 
discussed the notions of reading with a text and read-
ing against a text. Reading with texts requires read-
ers to “understand the positions on offer, follow and 
engage with writers’ arguments, and be willing to 
consider their standpoints and ideas” (Janks, 2019, p. 
561), while reading against texts requires readers to 
ask critical questions of texts that call into question 
the arguments and positions such that the underly-
ing premise would be disagreement with the text. She 
ultimately argued that readers have to take a stand 
with or against (or some combination thereof ) a text 
through careful consideration of all of the informa-
tion they have gained from the exercise and that cri-
tique should not be the end of the process. As a social 
justice framework, critical literacy seeks social change, 
not just social critique, and to do so, students need 
the capacity to understand and to critique.

Critical literacy provides a platform for student 
affairs educators to consider how the social practices 
they engage in or expect students to engage in, em-
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power or disempower learners. In the next section, 
we synthesize the theoretical principles above by ex-
ploring the connections between critical literacy and 
student affairs practice.

Bridging Critical Literacy to the Student 
Affairs Context

Despite the lack of literature available within the 
student affairs context, critical literacies appear to be 
enacted and have value beyond the college and uni-
versity classroom. Simply enter a college campus to 
see students, faculty, and staff engaging with film, lit-
erature, poetry, music, and other semiotic systems as a 
means for interrogating systems of power and inequi-
ty and, moreover, using the skills they gain from these 
experiences to advocate for social change. Neverthe-
less, there is a need both for research in this area and 
for theoretical guidance in terms of how best to make 
use of critical literacy as critical pedagogy in student 
affairs education. Therefore, the remainder of this ar-
ticle seeks to bridge the theories described above to 
the work of student affairs educators whose work pri-
marily takes place outside of the classroom.

The need to consider the role of critical litera-
cy in this context is particularly relevant as colleges 
and universities shift toward curricular approaches to 
learning outside of the classroom with learning goals 
and objectives that are mapped to strategies across stu-
dents’ college trajectory (Hannah & Ellis, 2018; Kerr 
et al., 2017). As students enter institutions of higher 
education conditioned by the prescriptive nature of 
their secondary school experiences, student affairs ed-
ucators should seek to expand students’ minds rather 
than giving in to the pressure to provide easy answers 
easily checked off on a survey. As Hannah and El-
lis (2018) forewarned, the use of “traditional forms 
of literacy” (p. 14) and the attention to well-defined 
and quantifiable outcomes may have the potential to 
stifle creativity. They suggest student affairs practi-
tioners “offer students opportunities to make mean-
ing from their educational experiences in the myriad 
ways available to them, and to help them stand up 

beside that work, not just as submitters of reports but 
as makers of beautiful things” (Hannah & Ellis, 2018, 
p. 14). Student affairs educators should attend to the 
knowledges students bring with them and how those 
knowledges interact with and transform what higher 
education offers.

A critical literacy lens also brings into question 
some of the assumptions of curricular approaches, 
particularly their goal of supporting students in the 
development of certain skills, knowledge, and behav-
iors. One must wonder about the skills student affairs 
practitioners are teaching college students outside 
of the classroom through student affairs education 
and whether they are, in fact, skills, social practices, 
or both. Perhaps, then, some of the broader learn-
ing goals in student affairs, such as helping students 
develop citizenship, may look different depending 
on the institutional context and other sociocultural 
and geopolitical aspects of the environment in which 
they are taught. By attending to the multiple liter-
acies and related identities that students bring with 
them in relation to the literacies valued in educational 
settings, educators make room for students’ creativ-
ity and create opportunities for the true co-creation 
of knowledge (Street, 2003). Indeed, institutions and 
the markers of what it means to succeed as a student 
within them can even be meaningfully and funda-
mentally transformed through such active participa-
tion from students. Curricular approaches can help 
legitimize and advance the work of student affairs ed-
ucation in the eyes of upper-level university adminis-
trators, which may help expand access to funding and 
other resources, for example, but this should not be 
done at the cost of devaluing what students bring to 
the experience.

A Critical Literacy Approach to Student 
Affairs Practice

For the authors, this article is merely the begin-
ning of a conversation about the place of critical lit-
eracy in learning contexts beyond the undergraduate 
classroom. Indeed, student affairs education contexts 

Reece & RishStudent Affairs Critical Literacy



— 88 —

may very well benefit from considering more broadly 
the educational priorities and learning goals they seek 
to support students in achieving, but there is more 
to the higher education experience than knowledge, 
skills, and behaviors.

College students regularly engage with semiotic 
systems to make meaning of their experiences. Such 
engagement is most obvious in classrooms, where 
professors typically require students to read and write 
in the service of intellectual development. Yet, college 
students regularly engage with the practices of reading 
and writing, both literally and more liberally defined, 
in their lives beyond the classroom. Examples include 
texting and emailing; reading, writing, and perform-
ing music; reading and writing poetry or watching 
and listening to a slam poet; attending a film series or 
simply going to the movies; analyzing the body lan-
guage of a date or friend; reading or writing a pleas-
ant, deflating, or discriminatory note on a whiteboard 
on a residence hall room door; reading, writing, or 
discussing a performance evaluation at a part-time 
job; and so on.

Such semiotic processing and engagement natural-
ly follow into the student affairs context—in residence 
halls and campus apartments, student leadership sem-
inars, student group meetings, service-learning proj-
ects, and more. Furthermore, the knowledge, skills, 
and behaviors with which student affairs professionals 
are concerned have different meanings on different 
campuses. In other words, the sociocultural context 
matters when making sense of the knowledge, skills, 
and behaviors expected of students. College students’ 
interaction with the various literacies of the higher ed-
ucation environment is an ever-present influence on 
their engagement in the student affairs context. Thus, 
we suggest that literacy, in its more recent definition 
as a social practice, has a role to play in student affairs 
education.

As an example, in a previous role, Brian designed 
a set of one-on-one questions for student resident as-
sistants to ask their residents about social identities. 
At first, one of the learning goals was that students 

should be able to compare and contrast their expe-
riences with those of students with different social 
identities. Imagine instead a housing and residence 
life department that applies the interdependent mod-
el to its residential curriculum. Upon further analy-
sis, this learning goal stemmed almost entirely from 
Brian’s experience as a white person who came to 
terms with social identities through similar questions 
in college. While his learning goal and the resulting 
set of questions may have benefited some students, 
they may not have benefited all students in the same 
way. How might the core vocabulary at the basis of 
these questions take on a different meaning for stu-
dents with marginalized identities when being asked 
by resident assistants with dominant identities? And, 
how might this meaning-making process feel or not 
feel voluntary when guided by those who ostensibly 
hold power over them (both exerting dominance in 
their roles as resident assistants and through their so-
cial power)? How might it look and feel for those stu-
dents who already have access to the knowledge and 
skills required to make meaning from this language 
and process versus for those who do not?

While empowering students to become aware and 
make sense of their social identities is a worthy goal 
on the surface, this goal relies on a false narrative that 
students come to college as blank slates, rather than 
considering the fullness of their diversity. Some stu-
dents, particularly those with marginalized identities, 
may arrive already aware of the effects of domination 
and power on their lives and on the world. By build-
ing a curriculum around this assumption and without 
seeking out and incorporating an understanding of 
who students already are, Brian created an issue of ac-
cess by designing an experience that revokes students’ 
agency as they feel forced to participate in something 
either unhelpful or even harmful. Seeking out knowl-
edge of identity development or conducting a survey, 
focus groups, or even one-on-one conversations with 
students could have shed light on students’ current 
understandings and revealed opportunities for deeper 
learning. By choosing not to design a residential cur-
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riculum alongside students, departmental leaders ex-
ert their power and dominance in ways that maintain 
the status quo.

Thus, the interdependent model provides a lens 
for critiquing and transforming the design of learning 
experiences (Janks, 2010) and the means to be inten-
tional and consistent when doing so (Jones & Stew-
art, 2016). Through this reflection, the learning goal 
in the example above shifted toward one of develop-
ing critical awareness of one’s multiple identities and 
their relationship with systems of power, privilege, 
and oppression. For Brian, this act of transformation 
meant involving students in the design of learning 
outcomes and examining the role of the social prac-
tice of one-on-one interactions in achieving those 
outcomes. Brian found that he had to take extra care 
with students with marginalized identities by creating 
space for dialogue as well as by making clear how that 
dialogue was substantively transforming the process. 
He accomplished this by offering multiple avenues, 
purposes, and strategies for engaging in the learning 
process as well as opportunities for student partici-
pants to serve as facilitators.

Brian was surprised at how difficult this process 
was for him. He had become used to the redistribu-
tion of power in classroom contexts, but he found 
that it felt strangely different in the context of super-
vision. Despite years of viewing his work in student 
affairs as an educator, it was challenging to unlearn 
the hierarchical nature of the supervisor–supervisee 
relationship, even with student staff, since that rela-
tionship is embedded in institutional and structural 
processes, such as employee evaluations. Still, through 
surveys, focus groups, and simple one-on-one di-
alogues with his staff and students, the one-on-one 
interactions evolved beyond simply teaching knowl-
edge, skills, and abilities to student participants. Stu-
dent participants seized the opportunity to critique 
and transform that social practice by questioning the 
one-on-one process itself and offering alterations and 
alternatives for learning and change, such as inter-
group dialogues, service projects, and reflective prac-

tices. The one-on-one interactions also evolved to be 
more dialogic rather than interview style.

It follows, then, that the use of critical literacy as 
a critical pedagogy can support student learning as 
it pertains to developing an awareness of social in-
equity and developing the desire and will to engage 
in transformative action for social justice. Language 
is core to understanding and engaging in social jus-
tice work. Ahmed (2012) argues, for example, that 
universities have shifted their language from equity 
to diversity partly because equity suggests too liter-
ally what the aim of social justice movements is; in 
contrast, diversity can be obscured within the broader 
business model that drives the modern higher educa-
tion institution. Stewart (2017) further suggests that 
through such rhetoric, historically white institutions 
“have appeased their constituents and avoided recog-
nizable institutional change” (para. 11). As a result, 
people can speak the right words, such as “diversity,” 
in conversations seemingly related to transformative 
change despite these conversations containing noth-
ing critical, in the sense of interrogating and changing 
structures of power.

We mean here to suggest that critical literacy can 
support the aims of social justice in higher education 
because, at its core, it is about the meaningful analy-
sis and advancement of social justice. This vision for 
social justice in higher education connects well to the 
professional competencies put forth by ACPA and 
NASPA’s (2015) revised professional competency so-
cial justice and inclusion, which they define “as both 
a process and a goal which includes the knowledge, 
skills, and dispositions needed to create learning en-
vironments that foster equitable participation of all 
groups while seeking to address and acknowledge 
issues of oppression, privilege, and power” (p. 14). 
Pope et al. (2019) further argue that multicultural 
competence, social justice, and inclusion are not only 
standalone competencies but should also be infused 
with all other professional competencies within the 
field of student affairs. In our view, critical literacy can 
provide nuance and pathways for achieving this goal.
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Conclusion

In this article, we presented theory and research 
related to student affairs education and critical litera-
cy in higher education. While the literature is severely 
limited where these two areas overlap, there is consid-
erable promise in working toward a unified theory of 
critical literacy as critical pedagogy in student affairs 
education. There is no universal model—and there 
likely will never be—for designing anti-oppressive 
and liberatory learning experiences in student affairs 
contexts. Student affairs practitioners must, as Jones 
and Stewart (2016) put it, “practice intentional and 
consistent interdisciplinary engagement by directing 
our theorizing toward liberatory and healing ends” 
(p. 25). Unfortunately, researchers and practitioners 
have been slow in adopting the frameworks and ad-
vances in the field of education, more broadly, and in 
the learning sciences, specifically, despite calls to do 
so from leaders in the field (e.g., Stauffer & Kimmel, 
2019).

Our review of the literature on student affairs edu-
cation and critical literacy suggests that there is much 
potential for transformative work to come from joint-
ly considering these areas. Student affairs practitioners 
may adapt Janks’s (2010) interdependent model, for 
example, to the higher education and student affairs 
context. Janks (2010) warned her readers, however, 
not to depend entirely on the interdependent model 
because it ignores the psychological aspects of learn-
ing and over-rationalizes the human experience. In 
particular, there is a danger that a focus on critical lit-
eracy as critical pedagogy, even with attention to the 
four interdependent principles, can lead to students 
learning how to perform a social practice as expected 
without acting for social change. We provide an ex-
ample by following up on Brian’s earlier illustration of 
a career center focused on conceptions of profession-
alism aligned with dominant perspectives.

As Brian sought to help students critique and 
transform their conceptions of professional dress, his 

earliest attempts were in line with the interdependent 
model in theory, but the result was often a more in-
formed student population who continued to choose 
the status quo when it came to professional dress. One 
part of the problem was his choice of dressing accord-
ing to the status quo, even as he participated in these 
discussions. Still, even if he had chosen to present 
himself differently, for many students with margin-
alized identities, choosing to dress against the status 
quo makes them a target of discrimination, harass-
ment, and violence. Brian faced this very challenge in 
his own decisions about how to dress. There is merit 
in considering the sociocultural context of learning 
and its relationship to the literacies of students and 
student affairs education, but he had, as Janks (2010) 
warned against, ignored the psychological aspects of 
learning.

Reflecting on these psychological aspects in future 
versions of workshops and panels about professional-
ism in the workplace, Brian chose to open up about 
his own emotional struggles and ensure that organiz-
ers included opportunities for students to share their 
own experiences as a means for deconstructing and 
reconstructing their environment (Janks, 2010; Watt, 
2015). Still, for some students, this was not enough. 
For example, trans students did not suddenly open 
up in these dialogues simply because Brian was open 
about his experiences with professionalism. Instead, 
he found that he needed to consciously design how he 
participated in these workshops and panels as well as 
how he advocated within his professional capacity at 
the institution with trans students in mind. Brian con-
tinues to work toward more appropriate ways to in-
corporate psychological components of learning with 
critical literacy in order to enhance students’ learning 
experiences. At times, this means incorporating into 
learning activities emotional check-ins through pri-
vate reflective journaling or dialogue. At other times, 
it means introducing identity development models to 
students or reflecting, either publicly or privately, on 
where he is on his own identity development journey 
in particularly tough moments of dissonance.
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In a unique way, student affairs scholarship and 
practice are situated in a theoretical space that strad-
dles the psychological and sociocultural, thereby of-
fering the potential to bridge the divide perceived by 
Janks (2010). The field’s articulation of student de-
velopment theory has advanced significantly through 
over a century of research and practice, but how we 
put this theory into practice can benefit from a ped-
agogy centered on critical frameworks and engaged 
in the interdisciplinarity called for above. This article 
provides only a beginning for the consideration of the 
role of literacy as a social practice in student affairs. 
Still, as we have shown, critical literacy, as an approach 
to student affairs education, brings with it many pos-
sibilities for new practices and lines of research that 
center transformative, anti-oppressive, and liberatory 
learning outside of the classroom.

Final Reflections
As we worked on this article together, we found it 

difficult to bring our multiple identities into the con-
versation as a student affairs practitioner and a literacy 
researcher who have worked to center social justice 
within our respective educational philosophies. We 
understand the value of self-reflection, yet centering 
ourselves and our experience can feel like centering 
whiteness—something we work against in our daily 
work. However, critical literacy provides a framework 
for reflection on our experience as a means for de-cen-
tering whiteness. The interdependent model allows 
us to use self-reflection to examine who benefits and 
who suffers from how power is distributed, who has 
access to what knowledge in what ways, and how dif-
ferences among people shape the production of text. 
Reading with and against our own work as social jus-
tice educators and advocates led us to re-examine our 
involvement in and power over social justice efforts, 
as described in the examples above. It is the act of ex-
amining and reading against our whiteness that works 
toward de-centering that dominant part of our iden-
tities.

This examining can be applied in various ways to 

other parts of our multiple identities. For Brian, par-
ticularly earlier in his career, he found that he used his 
queer identity as a shield when (or to avoid) talking 
about race, failing to focus on the differences that did 
not directly impact him. He focused on domination, 
access, and design, but his experience and insight lim-
ited his attention to diversity. For Ryan, throughout 
his career, he has found it difficult to have conver-
sations about racism that de-center whiteness with 
students and colleagues. A particular issue of contin-
ued attention for Ryan is shifting conversations about 
racism among students and faculty from an issue that 
white people empathize with toward an issue that 
white people need to address in relationship to their 
own complicity. We have found that ignoring the role 
of whiteness only further centers it. We consider the 
components of the independent model as guidelines 
for continuing to develop our critical literacy work. 
However, the model also provides a framework and a 
foundation against which student affairs practitioners 
can interrogate our intentions, action, and impact be-
fore, during, and after educational experiences.

The work of deconstructing and reconstructing 
the social and literacy practices that make up the stu-
dent affairs profession and programs will always be a 
work in progress. In our experience, critical literacy is 
not a panacea; integrating it into the work of student 
affairs will not solve our institutions’ problems with 
power, privilege, or oppression. However, critical lit-
eracy can provide tools for designing learning experi-
ences that critique and transform both the system and 
the parts we each play in enacting the social practices 
that make up this system.
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