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1
 T H E O R E T I C A L 

C O M P L E X I T I E S  O F  C O L L E G E 
M E N  A N D  M A S C U L I N I T I E S

Daniel Tillapaugh, D. Chase J. Catalano, and Tracy Davis

Over the past three decades the focus and attention on the devel-
opment of college men has been increasing, particularly through 
the lens of gender and masculinity. Much of the scholarship has 

centered positivist or constructivist paradigms and the related assumptions 
that underlie such research. More recently, critical researchers have viewed 
college men through intersectional and critical race theory lenses (e.g., Davis 
& Klobassa, 2017; Harper, 2009; Harper, Wardell, & McGuire, 2011; 
Tillapaugh, 2015, 2016); examined masculinities through the framework 
of oppression, trans*ness, and liberation (Catalano, 2015a, 2015b; Jourian, 
2017); and excavated what it means to start with men as a form of research 
(Wagner, Catalano, & Tillapaugh, 2018). These epistemological standpoints 
serve to not only frame our understanding of college men and their devel-
opment but also influence professional practices. College student educators 
operate from an epistemological framework in their professional engagement 
with college cultures and students. We argue that many educators rarely 
examine the influences of their own epistemological views or the epistic fil-
ters of students, and this oversight prevents more effective educational prac-
tices and policies.

The importance of building congruence among epistemology, method-
ology, and methods is well documented in the qualitative research literature 
(Carter & Little, 2007; Denzin & Lincoln, 2011; Jones, Torres & Arminio, 
2014). Although qualitative researchers need to be critically aware of the 
connections between their epistemological frame and data-gathering strate-
gies, for example, we similarly believe that college student educators need to 
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24  ThEorETICAL foUNDATIoNS for CoLLEgE MEN AND MASCULINITIES

be mindful of how epistemology aligns with their practice, the interventions 
they design, interaction styles with individual students, and policies they 
construct. Without such theoretical and epistemological complexity, profes-
sionals are using practices and policies that lack necessary sophistication and 
precision.

In fact, this connection between theoretical and epistemological com-
plexity and professional practice is exactly what is meant by the concept of 
praxis. In his work on education as a practice of freedom (a kind of liberation), 
Freire (1993) discussed the limitations of knowledge in assisting individu-
als to understand the world in which they live. Freire suggested that learn-
ing requires critical reflection and action to create change (praxis), whereas 
praxis toward liberation requires collective action that transforms our world, 
and we accomplish this mutually, by and with those oppressed and those in 
the position to oppress. We assert that our epistemological stances inform 
our collective praxis as educators, whether we are conscious of them or not. 
Throughout this chapter, our aim is to help educators who are working with 
college men understand that the ways they conduct their work (or praxis) are 
informed by their epistemological perspectives.

Although a formal discussion of epistemology is beyond the scope of 
this chapter, it is essentially a theory of knowledge or how we come to know 
what we know. Epistemology refers to the assumptions we make about 
acquiring knowledge and serves as a significant influence in how we view 
the world, how we determine truth, and what we accept as viable evidence 
(Jones, Torres, & Arminio, 2014). In this chapter, we examine how positiv-
ist, constructivist, and critical perspectives can shape professionals’ work with 
college men and masculinities. In addition, we use a commonly used activity 
called the Gender Box to encourage students to think about the socialization 
of gender, and to illuminate different epistemological approaches. Finally, we 
offer a framework for developing a liberatory consciousness (Love, 2013), 
which offers a praxis approach to facilitations of the Gender Box activity, 
as well as conversations about gender. We envision liberatory consciousness 
as a function of self-awareness and awareness of epistemological nuances to 
engage with audiences that want to explore men and masculinities.

The Gender Box Activity

As people who engage in conversations about gender in collegiate settings, we 
tend to conduct training sessions and workshops about gender socialization. 
Among higher education circles, many professionals have used the Act Like 
a Man (more commonly referred to as the Gender Box activity), an intro-
ductory exercise created to have individuals think about the socialization of 
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gender and masculinity with college men. Created by the Oakland Men’s 
Project (n.d.), this activity has three main steps. The facilitator draws a box 
on a board. Participants brainstorm phrases, characteristics, or messages they 
have heard about what it means to act like a man in our society; specifically, 
they are asked to think about gender role expectations and norms for boys 
and men and write them inside the box. Next, facilitators ask participants to 
come up with labels and names used for men who do not conform to those 
gender norms and write these labels outside the box. Facilitators might also 
ask participants to think about the consequences faced by individuals who 
do not conform to the these gender norms, either physically or verbally, and 
place those outside the box as well. Although an Internet search of phrases 
like act like a man activity or gender box activity yields different variations of 
these steps, we are including this activity for a few main reasons.

Although it is a helpful starting point particularly for college men who 
have not reflectively thought about what it means to be a man or the ways 
masculinity plays a role in their lives, this activity may essentialize the ways 
individuals think about their gender and their sense of masculinity. In many 
cases, when doing this activity, participants might say they were told that 
boys don’t cry, men are the breadwinners, young men need to be tough and 
aggressive, or boys will be boys. These descriptors, and others like them, 
are important beginning steps of understanding how socialization about 
gender roles and expectations happens throughout men’s lives. However, if 
facilitators accept these answers without challenging them or asking how 
these responses may not be the case for all men, then we risk ignoring criti-
cal issues related to socially constructed notions of masculinity. This silence 
misses the nuances in dimensions of race, ethnicity, social class, sexuality, and 
gender identity. This is one example of how important it is to ground student 
affairs practice in an epistemological approach. Throughout this chapter, we 
foreground epistemological approaches used in research on college men and 
their masculinities and how higher education professionals might use and 
facilitate the Gender Box activity from positivist, constructivist, and critical 
approaches.

Epistemological Approaches

One way to think about the difference that epistemological perspectives 
make is to consider where to locate truth and the related assumptions a 
student affairs professional would have about understanding the students 
they work with. Jones and Stewart (2016) argued there are three waves of 
student development theories that are informed by three major epistemo-
logical perspectives (discussed in more depth in chapter 2). From a positivist 
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26  ThEorETICAL foUNDATIoNS for CoLLEgE MEN AND MASCULINITIES

perspective located in the first wave of foundational student development 
theories (Jones & Stewart, 2016), professionals seek empirical truths that are 
generalizable so that they can employ valid and reliable interventions, poli-
cies, and practices. Truth, from a positivist perspective, is essentially located 
objectively outside of the person and all subjectivities related to personal 
perspectives (i.e., biases) must be mitigated in order to demonstrate empiri-
cal viability. In contrast, the second wave of student development theories 
used a constructivist view to focus on social and holistic identity develop-
ment (Jones & Stewart, 2016). In this wave, student affairs professionals 
can’t rely on generalized external truths because they assume that human 
perceptions of reality can be quite different: Truth is in the mutual construc-
tion between two people or between a person and some phenomenon. The 
third wave involves critical theories of student development and explores 
issues of power dynamics, specifically the reproduction of normativity (Jones 
& Stewart, 2016). Moving even further away from an essentialist truth, a 
critical theory perspective attends to questions about the historical, politi-
cal, economic, and social influences that reinforce categories, structures, and 
how we come to know ourselves. Reality is a reflection of hegemonic powers 
(the norms that push us to not question the way the world works), and the 
idea of self requires an exploration of context, multiple social identities and 
their intersections, systems of oppression and their intersectionality (Dill & 
Zambrana, 2009), and individual agency (Jones & Stewart, 2016).

The dramatically different assumptions about reality, truth, and under-
standing will influence how one practices, designs programs, and develops 
policy. For example, consider a team of student affairs professionals who 
serve on a task force and must design a new policy on gender-inclusive hous-
ing. How would a group representing the three epistemological perspectives 
go about gathering information differently? What would be considered valid 
evidence to move policy one way or another? How would student concerns 
be heard? How would political climates be interpreted? Would gender be 
seen as rooted in biological sex or as an ever shifting series of performatives 
with no original, as Butler (1990) suggests?

It’s important to remember that one epistemological framework is not 
necessarily better than another. In fact, professionals need to have access to 
all three views because the people we work with will be operating on assump-
tions rooted in all three perspectives. Senge, Scharmer, Jaworski, and Flowers 
(2004) similarly argued,

The problem is that most of us have spent our lives immersed in analytic 
knowing, with its dualistic separation of subject “I” and object “it.” There’s 
nothing wrong with analytic knowing. It’s useful and appropriate for many 
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activities—for example, for interacting with machines. But if it’s our only 
way of knowing, we’ll tend to apply it in all situations. (p. 99)

We run the risk, for example, of dogmatically insisting that everyone 
should view gender the way we do. Professionals, particularly in the field of 
student affairs, where we work with a complex array of human beings (vary-
ing identities, personalities, learning motivations, preparations, social capi-
tal, etc.) in a variety of different environments, need to be able to draw on 
approaches that parallel the intricacies of our work. Being aware of our own 
perspective, as well as being able to develop a hypothesis related to others’ 
assumptions, is a critical competency. As Wineburg (2001) stated,

The narcissist sees the world—both the past and the present—in his [sic] 
own image. Mature historical knowing teaches us to do the opposite: to 
go beyond our own image, to go beyond our brief life, and to go beyond 
the fleeting moment in history into which we have been born. When we 
develop the skill of understanding how we know what we know, we acquire 
a key to lifelong learning. (p. 24)

In many respects, this is what we mean when we say we must meet oth-
ers where they are. Student affairs work requires us to be self-aware, have 
content knowledge about epistemologies, and be thoughtful enough to seek 
understanding of the perspectives of others.

Positivist Approaches to College Men and Masculinities

Foubert’s (1998) The Men’s Program: How to Successfully Lower Men’s Likelihood 
of Raping is an example of positivist approaches to working with college men 
and masculinities. According to Foubert, “By framing the workshop as a 
training workshop in which men learn how to help women recover from a 
rape experience, The Men’s Program appeals to a ‘potential helper’ persona, 
rather than the ‘potential rapist’ persona” (p. 5). Framing sexual assault in this 
manner reflects a positivist standpoint. For example, the trope that men must 
take care of women feeds into the archetype of gender and supports essential-
ist and binary notions of gendered relationships. In addition, it is an expecta-
tion that all men and all women have common experiences, and according to 
this model, programmatic intervention should apply well-worn stereotyped 
behaviors to produce learning. Programs like this one, which do not specifi-
cally illuminate critical distinctions between gender and sex or mention sex-
ual diversity, conflate gender and sex and participants receive no challenges to 
the heteronormative assumption (among potentially other dominant notions 
of race, class, etc.) that ignores all but heterosexual relationship violence. 
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The Men’s Program is also based on the premise that rape is something that 
emerges from rapists as individuals rather than as centrally a behavior that 
emerges from a systematic culture of oppression.

On one level this positivist approach has benefits. It is not only geared 
toward raising issues of sexual coercion and assault with a group that histori-
cally has had too few developmentally focused interventions but also calls on 
individual men to develop compassion for survivors. This reinforces the idea 
of what it means to be a good man beyond being just empty words because 
these men are not engaged in issues of causing harm to others. Because the 
program fails to incorporate an understanding of constructivist, critical, and 
post-structural perspectives on gender and sex, however, the program actu-
ally serves to reinforce normative and hegemonic notions.

Positivist Approaches to the Gender Box Activity

The initial framing of the Gender Box activity sets up the assumptions of 
the truth of a gender binary as well as uniformity and rigid expectations of 
gender identity, role, and expression. Missing from the introduction is any 
transparency about assumptions about how we define man and whom we 
exclude from that category through general assumptions of biology, mor-
phology, and social constructions. The positivist perspective assumes a truth 
about gender as a quantifiable, biologically essentialist, and accepted reality. 
For students who are new to gender explorations, the positivist approach 
allows a comfort of sorts (at least for cisgender men) about what they already 
know about themselves as men. Cultural power dynamics (e.g., patriarchy in 
the United States) means that most cisgender men are relieved of the respon-
sibility to explore gender norms through socialization (Harro, 2013). The 
Gender Box activity, with tidy (i.e., lacks messiness) rules of engagement, 
has the potential to help cisgender men begin to name the characteristics of 
normative masculinity as well as the penalizations that exist for variations of 
masculinity when deviating from the norm. For example, a facilitator can use 
this knowledge to talk about men in the aggregate (shared beliefs) to reveal 
generalized assumptions about men then introduce how those ideas are trou-
bling generalizations. From there, the facilitator can encourage participants 
to think more critically about themselves, who they want to be, and how they 
want others to perceive them. To return to Foubert (1998), the facilitator can 
ask the group about the benefits and limitations of men fixing issues of sexual 
violence, then follow up with how that approach further silences women’s 
experiences of sexual violence. These techniques can accelerate conversations 
to question assumed or perceived truths to attain deeper reflection and criti-
cal thinking from audience members.
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Constructivist Approaches to College Men and Masculinities

An example of a constructivist approach to men and masculinities is Davis’s 
(2002) study, which was meant to “explore the impact of socially prescribed 
gender roles on college men’s identity development” (p. 508). Using this 
epistemological framework moves gender into the negotiated space between 
individuals and the hegemonic roles delivered as societal norms. This per-
spective assumes there is conflict between lived experiences of self and mes-
sages from society, and one constructs a sense of identity in that space. 
Although gender has fluidity in a constructivist negotiation, it still adheres 
to an undergirding assumption of a binary gender of men and women, and a 
gender expression of femininity and masculinity still undergirds the assump-
tions of this study. In addition, although the institutional press of hegemonic 
masculinity has some salience, the implications of this perspective does not 
necessarily push practitioners to focus on patriarchal systems that extend well 
beyond individual reflection and self-awareness.

Like the positivist framework, the constructivist lens is not without ben-
efits. Moving beyond the essentialist notions of immutable gender and sex, 
the constructivist approach invites individuals to consider choice and agency 
over the hegemonic messages sent. Facilitation can guide individuals to focus 
on what they are being sold and whether the lessons they have learned are 
consistent with their own values and individual beliefs. On the other hand, 
the patriarchal system that promotes oppressive institutional policies and 
practices remains unilluminated. In addition, gender remains constructed in 
a binary of feminine and masculine stereotypes, and gender transgression is 
either a violation of norms or invisible.

Constructivist Approaches to the Gender Box Activity

In a constructivist framework, the Gender Box activity has the capabilities to 
complicate what we mean when we say men and masculinity. In fact, through 
a constructivist framework we can begin to explore types of men (multiple 
social identities) and consider masculinities as a plural concept. For instance, 
facilitators can ask participants how the messages of correctly performing 
masculinity show up in their daily lives, and how the views of others shape 
their own view of self as a man. We can guide participants to delve beyond 
accessible popular culture and explore early childhood messages with the 
hope of understanding the factors that influence what they thought were 
personal choices. The activity still locates the knowledge mostly from the 
internalized messages and focuses on self-awareness; yet a constructivist 
approach provides nuances to generalized ideas about gender and gender 
performances. In these reflections, systems and structures that reinforce 
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behaviors might surface, such as how teachers, coaches, siblings, or doctors 
encourage or incriminate people for their gender expressions. The facilitator 
who engages in a constructivist approach excavates ideas of gender certainty 
to encourage doubts about what might be universally true about men and 
what it means to be a man. Further, facilitators can induce questions about 
whether masculinity is the same in different cultures across nations and in 
subcultures of the United States, and what those differences mean. With a 
gentle and share-by-choice style, a facilitator can ask participants how it felt 
when they did masculinity wrong, so to speak, and why we should judge any-
one in such a way. These explorations will allow participants to disentangle 
messages about masculinity that result in value judgments from others.

Critical Approaches to College Men and Masculinities

An example of a critical approach to men and masculinities is Nicolazzo 
(2015), who uses “queer theory and crip theory—a conceptual framework 
that merges queer and critical disability theory—to explore both the positive 
outcomes and potential harm done in the production and implementation” 
(p. 1) of the Walk a Mile in Her Shoes event. This event is intended to 
end gender-based violence through the performance of (ostensibly) cisgender 
men experiencing the pain of walking in high-heeled shoes for a particular 
distance (a mile). A critical theoretical reading of this program examines how 
it reinforces gender normativity through a celebration of cisgender gender 
transgression (i.e., it takes a real man to walk a mile in women’s shoes), 
which actually serves to reify gender normativity, misogyny (i.e., women’s 
shoes should make the feet hurt), compulsory able-bodiedness (i.e., those 
who can walk) and trans oppression (i.e., gender transgression is a perfor-
mance). Instead of liberatory potential, Walk a Mile in Her Shoes replicates 
oppression through masculine hegemony, ableism, and reification of beauty 
standards. The critical perspective takes the position that hegemonic power 
constructs what we understand as normal (power relationships), and such 
disruptions of power lead to social change. The reinforcement of structural 
norms on masculinity and femininity, for example, have become taken for 
granted as normal while simultaneously inaccurately representing the range 
of genders and other dimensions of identity. Nicolazzo’s (2015) critical 
approach raises questions about what wearing high heels signals when they are 
worn by cisgender men, who can wear high-heeled shoes (able-bodied peo-
ple), and how trans oppression manifests itself when gender-nonconforming 
men wear those same shoes. A critical analysis of the program examines the 
contexts in which a pair of shoes becomes about gender performativity and 
the ostracization of mobility limitations. Nicolazzo’s (2015) use of queer 
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and crip theory asks how we can imagine inclusivity and liberatory values 
when our programmatic practices reinforce assumptions that exclude and 
marginalize.

The critical approach appropriately focuses on power and oppression, 
pointing out normativity (centering who and what) as well as how invisibil-
ity cloaks those culturally unintelligible (Butler, 2004). In a critical frame, 
gender is more complex and understood to include a range of lived experi-
ences. This perspective does not rely on, and actually firmly rejects, biological 
essentialism of a positivist view, disrupts binaries of all types (gender, racial, 
ways of knowing, etc.), and focuses attention on systemic and institutional 
oppression in a way a constructivist approach generally overlooks. However, 
critical theoretical perspectives come with their own potential problems 
when guiding professional practice. It is our experience that using a critical 
approach can create significant distance between positivist and even con-
structivist knowledge claims. Such distances may cause severe judgments by 
those with critical theoretical stances about people holding positivist or con-
structivist perspectives, such as individual versus more expansive views of 
power, and result in lower levels of professional compassion and understand-
ing. Those with different epistemological frameworks may forget that lib-
eration requires everyone’s investment for sustainable change (Love, 2013). 
Those using a critical perspective must remember that epistemological right-
eousness reflects a positivist view of truth, and a plurality of perspectives 
enhances our coalition building through exploring competing assumptions. 
The assumption that there is an essential truth that undergirds positivism, 
for example, can naturally and understandably lead those using a positiv-
ist perspective to think that the plurality of perspectives or multiple truths 
reflect confused and unanchored relativism, rather than a legitimate and 
competing perspective on the truth. Those with a critical theoretical stance 
must remember that systems of oppression (racism, sexism, etc.) are often 
made invisible by cultural hegemonies that serve the status quo. Therefore, it 
should be unsurprising to thoughtful professionals that considering various 
epistemological frameworks isn’t intuitive but is part of a learning process, 
often through deep contestation, and this learning process is more effective 
when compassion, empathy, challenging examples, and other appropriate 
learning strategies are employed.

Critical Approaches to the Gender Box Activity

As we previously mentioned, critical approaches interrogate systems of 
power. In a critical theory approach, any point in the facilitation may lead 
to questions : who constructed the box, does anyone ever fit in the box, 
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what are the consequences of the box existing, and how do we reimagine 
the box? These questions all relate to dynamics of power. For instance, if we 
think about the positivist or constructivist frames using this activity, a facili-
tator may not really be focused on examining the ways that power, privilege, 
and oppression are manifested and continue to perpetuate how individuals 
come to understand what it means to be a man; who is understood to be a 
man; and the continuous replication and reinforcement, overt and covert, 
of hegemonic and toxic masculinity in our daily lives. Facilitators using a 
critical approach may shift the discussion of the completed Gender Box to 
ask participants to consider the intersectional dimensions of race, sexual ori-
entation, ability, and other identities as they relate to understanding men 
and masculinities. For example, do the characteristics of the man box cocon-
structed by participants reflect men of different religions, races, sexualities, 
or abilities and disabilities? Additionally, a facilitator might ask participants 
to engage in critical self-reflection on the distinctions among gender identity, 
gender expression, and gender performance; this serves as a way to extend the 
conversation and reinforce the ways that conversations about men and mas-
culinities typically uphold these categories as aggregate terms, meaning that 
society often centers White, cisgender, heterosexual, upper-middle-class, 
able-bodied men and their lives. Yet, a critical approach can reframe this 
conversation and instead center historically minoritized men and the ways 
they perform masculinity. For example, what is the difference between a 
strong woman and female masculinity? Such a question requires participants 
to reframe their thinking as a critical reconsideration of who owns masculin-
ity. In many ways, these notions of critical approaches are tied to liberatory 
consciousness and praxis, which we suggest can play a distinct transformative 
role in supporting college men and their development.

Framing Liberatory Possibilities

In higher education, data-driven decision-making and assessment culture 
in student affairs divisions construct collegiate environments where we use 
quantitative data to determine, say, how many students attended a pro-
gram, and answer qualitative questions like, How do our programs help stu-
dents develop? Neither data-driven decision-making nor assessment culture 
approaches are bad, as that only sets up a false binary. Instead, we offer that 
the liberatory potentialities of our student affairs praxis means that we must 
imagine different possibilities for how we use theory to guide our work. 
We must recognize that much of the programming in student affairs uses 
overly simple notions of identity. Whether because of limitations in funding, 
foresight, or collaboration, our programmatic interventions translate into 
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one-off programs or month-long programming trends. Our efforts tend to 
rely on a singular identity approach, such as the Gender Box. As a result, 
who gets left out? Who gets centered? Why do we engage in programmatic 
endeavors that perpetuate vicious cycles of erasure and marginalization? 
These questions become critical considerations, particularly in our work 
with college men and their development.

Efforts to work with men, a socially constructed category with varia-
tions in privilege based on other intersecting and salient identities, requires 
us to give more than a glancing nod to social justice education. Developing a 
liberatory consciousness (Love, 2013) means resisting faux math approaches 
to social justice, such as privileged identities minus marginalized identities 
equals amount of oppression; instead, we approach student affairs work  
as liberatory workers. As a guiding framework, liberatory consciousness 
reminds us that socialization is a process where we learn through interper-
sonal, institutional, and cultural interactions about how society operates in 
a way that makes inequity and unfairness invisible through the mechanisms 
of power dynamics, that is, structures, policies, practices, and beliefs (Love, 
2013). The development of a liberatory consciousness “enables humans to 
live their lives in oppressive systems and institutions with awareness and 
intentionality, rather than on the basis of the socialization to which they have 
been subjected” (Love, 2013, p. 601). One of the important grounding ten-
ets of a liberatory consciousness is that “no single human can be charged with 
the creation of oppressive systems in operation today” (Love, 2013, p. 601). 
Our student affairs work must engage students in ways that require them to 
examine themselves and beyond themselves (e.g., institutions and cultural 
assumptions). The Gender Box activity allows a nuanced understanding of 
the self, as well as the self in relation to other people, institutions (e.g., law 
and medicine), and cultures (e.g., language and media; Harro, 2013).

The development of a liberatory consciousness has four elements (non-
linear components): awareness, analysis, action, and accountability (Love, 
2013). We review the components as a progression for clarity but emphasize 
that they happen simultaneously. Awareness is about developing the capac-
ity to notice what occurs in “our daily lives, our language, our behaviors, 
and even our thoughts” (Love, 2013, p. 602). Developing awareness is one 
of the Gender Box's major components. We ask participants to notice gen-
der in ways that may seem obvious and push them toward deeper levels of 
attention.

Analysis requires an individual to make meaning of and find an expla-
nation for what the individual notices in the world, determine if change 
is necessary, and consider “the range of possible activities and the results 
that each of them is likely to produce” (Love, 2013, p. 603). The Gender 
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Box requires participants to reflect on how they understand gender and 
whether those understandings reflect the world in which they want to live. 
Awareness and analysis are important, but they are not enough to create 
sustainable change. Love (2013) stated, “The action component of a lib-
eratory consciousness is based on the assumption that the participation of 
each of us in the liberation project provides the best possibility of gaining 
liberation for any of us” (p. 603). Through the Gender Box activity, action 
could be asking questions and finding resources. Actions such as joining a 
student organization on ending sexual violence may lead to discussions or 
programs that expand rape culture understandings (awareness and analysis) 
and remind students that collaboration is a path toward sustainable change 
(accountability).

Accountability reminds us that “working in connection and collabora-
tion with each other, across and within ‘role’ groups, we can make progress 
in ways that are not apparent when working in isolation and in separate 
communities” (Love, 2013, p. 604). As we are all responsible for colluding 
with oppression because of our multiple identities, experiences, and various 
levels of power (situational, institutional, educational, etc.), then we must 
understand how we are all responsible to each other for bringing change 
that is holistic. Learning more about rape culture (awareness), understand-
ing the impact of rape and rape culture (analysis), taking steps to end sexual  
violence by joining an organization (action), and considering who is left out 
of the actions and conversations (accountability, awareness, and analysis) are 
ways to communicate to students how knowledge and social change are com-
plex, never ending, and integral to our praxis.

Concluding Thoughts

As scholars who are passionate about expanding the discourse on gender in 
higher education, we urge professionals to continue to intentionally reflect 
on the epistemological stances they take in their professional praxis. When 
considering our own journeys in higher education, our epistemological 
paradigms shifted over time and through experiences, personally and from 
interactions with students. We believe that you may experience this same 
shift and may need to consider your students’ epistemological stances too. 
As individuals working with students, either as peers, administrators, or 
faculty, it is essential for you to understand your assumptions of cultural 
expectations about who and what we mean by college men and masculini-
ties, and our students should have these same conversations. Throughout 
this chapter, we use the Gender Box activity as an example of how each  
of the three epistemological waves—positivist, constructivist, and critical 
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and pos-structuralist—shift the facilitation and praxis of the work of engag-
ing college men and masculinities.

To be sure, this praxis work can be difficult, frustrating, and challeng-
ing; at the same time, it can be exhilarating, rewarding, and transformative 
for everyone involved. Such is the work of supporting students and their 
developmental needs. You are likely reading this chapter because you have 
an investment in supporting college men in their holistic development. We 
want to encourage you to take the time to consider the ways you engage in 
your professional praxis. How do you incorporate knowledge into action 
to support students’ development, particularly college men? What episte-
mological stances inform the work you do, and are those paradigms work-
ing in the ways they should be? Critically reflect on what shapes, organizes, 
and operates without your conscious noticing to excavate truths that you 
may hold or need to examine about gender. When thinking about the pos-
sibilities that may emerge if we could be engaged in developing a liberatory 
consciousness and using a framework that centers and promotes equity and 
justice for all, ask how you can incorporate those tenets into your praxis to 
benefit the college men you work with. Throughout this book, you will gain 
insights on various methods and programmatic interventions designed to 
engage college men. However, as you read, we encourage you to consider the 
larger questions: What would these interventions look like using the various 
epistemological stances that exist and how can we contemplate integrating 
these programs or initiatives with the aim of building a liberatory conscious-
ness among the college men who participate in these programs?
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