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ix

PREFACE

As scholars of student development, we believe in the power of theory 
to transform not only individuals but also institutional practices and 
policies. Indeed, that is the impetus behind this book. College stu-

dents bring to campuses increasingly complex and multifaceted ways of con-
structing identities and presenting themselves. We wanted to create a piece 
of work that would increase the likelihood of more equitable, inclusive, and 
respectful understandings of these college students and their development. 
In this book, we examine student development theory through the lens of 
critical and poststructural frameworks, because a goal of these theories “is to 
make it possible to think differently and thus to open the possibility for act-
ing differently” (Gannon & Davies, 2007, p. 78). In emphasizing the power 
and potential of critical and poststructural frameworks, our intent is not to 
dismiss outright all student development theories that are not grounded in 
critical and poststructural theories but instead to rethink student develop-
ment in ways that acknowledge, critique, and reconstruct core theoretical 
constructs. Just as Knefelkamp, Widick, and Parker suggested in 1978, we 
recognize that “important changes have occurred in the field” (p. vii). Among 
these changes is acknowledgment of the importance and role of integrating 
into conceptions of college student development an awareness of social con-
structions of identities and oppression based on minoritized identities. Also 
among these changes is the challenge to development as stable, fixed, and 
independent of structural systems. To this end, scholars and researchers are 
employing critical and poststructural perspectives to examine the assump-
tions underlying college student development theories and interrogating 
oppressive contextual influences at both societal and campus levels.

In a recent New Directions for Student Services volume titled Critical  
Perspectives on Student Development Theory (No. 154, 2016), the authors 
raised critical questions related to who students are, how students develop, 
intersectionality, individual agency, and the role of context. In that volume, 
guest editor Elisa S. Abes described how the chapters apply critical and post-
structural theories, suggesting they “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 develop-
ment theories that are more just and equitable” (p. 14). She went on to 
suggest,
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x  PREFACE

The second task provides the next challenge for student development theo-
rists and the one where there is much work to do. Theorists are not fully 
embracing the possibilities of critical and poststructural scholarship to re-
envision student development theory, often centering the dominant while 
critiquing it. (Abes, 2016, p. 14)

In this book, Rethinking College Student Development Theory Using Critical 
Frameworks, we respond to this second task by examining the evolution of 
student development theories, presenting critical and poststructural theories 
relevant to understanding college student development, and providing exam-
ples of what these new possibilities might look like in theory and practice.

Before providing an overview of the organization and content of our 
book, we want to briefly introduce what is meant by the term critical 
frameworks, as it is this perspective that guided our approach to the entire 
book, as well as the language of critical perspectives. We use critical theory 
as an umbrella term that developed through the Frankfurt School of Social 
Research in Germany in the 1920s. Because critical theory has always been 
characterized by a diversity of thought and interdisciplinarity, it “should not 
be treated as a universal grammar of revolutionary thought objectified and 
reduced to discrete formulaic pronouncements or strategies” (Kincheloe, 
McLaren, & Steinberg, 2011, p. 164). However, critical theorists are united 
in putting forward philosophical reflections and social criticism on economic 
and sociocultural structures that reproduce systems of domination, with the 
goal of emancipation and liberation. According to Martínez-Alemán (2015),

Marxists, feminists, gender and queer theorists, structuralists, and post-
structuralists all utilize critical theory to identify and locate the ways in 
which societies produce and preserve specific inequalities through social, 
cultural, and economic systems. The uninterrupted production and pres-
ervation of structures that reproduce social inequalities—whether material 
or cultural—are targeted by theory and research to increase the freedom of 
individuals. (p. 8)

Kincheloe et al. (2011) have also provided several basic assumptions that 
characterize a researcher, teacher, or theorist engaging critical theory. These 
included the following:

•	 All thought is fundamentally mediated by power relations that are social 
and historically constituted. 

•	 The relationship between concept and object and between signifier 
and signified is never stable or fixed and is often mediated by the social 
relations of capitalist production and consumption. 
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PREFACE  xi

•	 Certain groups in any society and particular societies are privileged over 
others, and although the reasons for this privileging may vary widely, the 
oppression that characterizes contemporary societies is more forcefully 
reproduced when subordinates accept their social status as natural, 
necessary, or inevitable. 

•	 Oppression has many faces, and focusing on only one at the expense 
of others (e.g., class oppression versus racism) often elides the 
interconnections among them. (p. 164)

Implied in these assumptions is another unifying core tenet of critical theory, 
and that is the focus on social transformation, empowerment, and social jus-
tice through social action. The application of critical theory then is not the 
work of a dispassionate observer and social commentator but instead that of 
one committed to linking theory with practice directed toward the eradica-
tion of systems of domination and oppression.

For these reasons, throughout this book we use the term critical frame-
works to include both critical and poststructural theories, while also recogniz-
ing what distinguishes these perspectives from one another—a discussion we 
take up in the Part One introduction. By grounding our theoretical inquiry 
into student development in critical frameworks, we are deliberately situat-
ing this work in a particular worldview or paradigmatic perspective. The-
ories reflect particular worldviews about the nature of reality and how we 
know what we know. They also reflect the assumptions, experiences, and 
identities of those who construct theories (Jones & Abes, 2017). We capture 
these influences on the evolution of student development theory by using 
the metaphor of theoretical waves (presented in chapter 1). For example, 
most early theories of student development can be located in positivist or 
postpositivist paradigms, resulting in theories that emphasize predictable, 
linear, and sequential stages along a developmental trajectory. By contrast, a 
critical paradigm foregrounds structures of power and inequality that pattern 
everyday life. Whereas student development theories anchored in positiv-
ist assumptions typically grew out of psychological inquiry into individual 
growth and change, critical theories emanated from scholars associated with 
the Frankfurt School who set out to extend the thinking of Karl Marx and 
critique capitalist structures that resulted in the subjugation of working peo-
ple, minoritized populations, and women.

The language and vocabulary of critical frameworks comes directly 
from both historical and disciplinary origins, as well as the realities of con-
temporary life. Here our intent is not to try to oversimplify this vocabulary 
by providing definitional precision or a “universal grammar” but to offer 
some clarity about what these terms mean and how they are used. Clarifying 
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xii  PREFACE

language will then set the foundation for truly putting this vocabulary to 
work in rethinking college student development using critical frameworks. 
In addition to our considering language and vocabulary, capitalization of 
terms is not a neutral decision. Readers will note that we do not capitalize 
white when discussing racial categories and identities, which is consistent 
with the core tenets of critical frameworks and the associated commitments 
to social justice and emancipation; we do, however, capitalize Black, Students 
of Color, Indigenous, and other minoritized groups. In addition, as theoreti-
cal concepts, we do not capitalize terms such as blackness and whiteness. We 
adopted the guidance of Pérez Huber (2010), who made the case for

rejecting the standard grammatical norm as a means to acknowledge and 
reject the grammatical representation of power capitalization brings to the 
term “white.”. . . I do capitalize the terms People of Color, Communities of 
Color, and Immigrants of Color as a grammatical move towards empower-
ment and racial justice. (p. 93)

Just as the origins of critical theories were born in revolution and revolu-
tionary ideas, the contemporary language of critical theories reflects current 
conditions of minoritized communities. This vocabulary not only describes 
those conditions but also provides a way out, such that theory may be seen 
as what bell hooks (1991) referred to as “liberatory practice.” We introduce 
now a few concepts that are central to understanding critical frameworks and 
their applications to student development. Those we include are not any-
where close to an exhaustive list, nor is this a comprehensive discussion of 
any of them. We encourage readers to read deeply beyond this text to extend 
their understandings of these terms.

At the core of critical frameworks is the concept of hegemony, a concept 
often linked to the theorist Antonio Gramsci. Brookfield (2005) noted, “Peo-
ple learn to embrace as commonsense wisdom certain beliefs and political 
conditions that work against their interests and serve those of the powerful” 
(p. 43). Hegemony works because people come to accept what they consider 
“taken-for-granted” normative expectations and conditions of life. As Brook-
field (2005) pointed out, hegemony hinges on consent, such that “people 
are not forced against their will to assimilate dominant ideology. They learn 
to do this, quite willingly, and in the process they believe that this ideology 
represents their best interests” (p. 94). Dominant ideologies are constructed 
in ways that are unrelenting, pervasive, and considered normative.

Understanding the process of hegemony as an overarching one, we then 
may see how normativity extends into domains such as patriarchy, white 
supremacy, heteronormativity, and cisheteropatriarchy or, stated differently, 

00_Abes_C000_FM.indd   12 04-07-2019   15:09:47



PREFACE  xiii

the hegemonic constructions of masculinities, race, heterosexuality, and 
gender (and their intersections) that operate on structural, political, institu-
tional, organizational, and individual levels. Indeed, in this book we seek to 
expose the hegemonic assumptions that framed early student development 
theories. In doing so, we bring to light the new understandings that emerge 
when illuminating these assumptions and replacing them with emancipatory 
goals. We accomplish this both by focusing on taken-for-granted student 
development constructs and by foregrounding the experiences of students 
from minoritized communities.

In the end, our intent in Rethinking College Student Development Theory 
Using Critical Frameworks is to provide a sophisticated treatment of the com-
plexities of student development in college by offering a set of theories appli-
cable to understanding that development for practitioners who work with 
college students. We accomplish this through a theoretical examination that 
allows for the intersections of theoretical frameworks, lived experience, and 
practical applications.

Organization of the Book

This book is divided into three main parts. Every chapter in each part con-
cludes with questions for reflection and discussion aimed to encourage the 
kind of rethinking we hope the chapters elicit. Serving as the theoretical 
foundation for what follows, the first part includes a chapter that provides an 
overview of the evolution of student development theories, as well as chap-
ters describing the critical and poststructural theories that we consider most 
relevant to the next iteration of student development theory. These theoreti-
cal frameworks include critical race theory, intersectionality, critical feminist 
theories, decolonizing/Indigenous theories, queer theory, and crip theory. 
Recognizing that these critical frameworks are described more fully in other 
texts devoted to the specifics of each theory, these relatively brief chapters 
provide an overview of epistemic perspectives and point readers in the direc-
tion of further reading. These chapters also include a discussion of how each 
theory is relevant to the central questions of student development theory and 
how applying these frameworks enables both a rethinking and a reconstruct-
ing of theory and new understandings of student development. These critical 
frameworks are then put to work in Part Two.

Because “all critical inquiry is grounded in lived experience, and power 
relations and social justice are central concerns” (Martínez-Alemán, Pusser, 
& Bensimon, 2015, p. 3), chapters in Part Two provide an integrated analysis 
of personal narratives and theoretical frameworks through an exploration 
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xiv  preface

of constructs that continue to be important to understanding contempo-
rary college students. These include the constructs of resilience, dissonance, 
socially constructed identities, authenticity, agency, knowledge and know-
ing, and context. Each chapter includes a personal narrative that centers a 
particular construct, followed by a reenvisioning of that construct using one 
or more critical and/or poststructural frameworks. This enabled a multivocal 
analysis that brings into dialogue individual narratives with theoretical con-
structs and critical and poststructural frameworks. We purposely organized 
this part around constructs rather than particular theories or social groups in 
order to provide a more robust and broader analysis of student development, 
which then led to a reimagining of each construct. Our approach permitted 
us to illuminate how critical frameworks, applied to inherently complex lived 
experiences, disrupt and reenvision our understanding of presumably core 
student development constructs.

The third part focuses on implications for practice. Specifically, these 
chapters consider possibilities for how student development constructs, as 
reenvisioned through critical perspectives, can be used in practice. We engage 
these questions of practical application through the analysis of three taken-
for-granted “goods” in student affairs practice; that is, student involvement 
and engagement, principles of good practice, and high-impact practices. 
Finally, in the last chapter of the book and the fourth, concluding part, we 
return to the central topic of student development theory and offer a sum-
mative and integrative conclusion that points the field toward the future. In 
other words, what does rethinking look like and where does a rethinking of 
student development theory take us in terms of our understanding of college 
students today and our interest in promoting theoretical understandings that 
lead toward emancipation and social transformation?

Elisa S. Abes, Oxford, Ohio
Susan R. Jones, Columbus, Ohio

D-L Stewart, Fort Collins, Colorado
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