
http://www.diva-portal.org

This is the published version of a paper published in Journal of Social Inclusion.

Citation for the original published paper (version of record):

Cuesta, M., Witt, A. (2014)

How Gender Conscious Pedagogy in Higher Education Can Stimulate Actions of Social Justice in

Society.

Journal of Social Inclusion, 2(1): 12-23

Access to the published version may require subscription.

N.B. When citing this work, cite the original published paper.

Permanent link to this version:
http://urn.kb.se/resolve?urn=urn:nbn:se:hh:diva-24904



 

 

 

Article 

How Gender Conscious Pedagogy in Higher Education Can Stimulate Actions for  

Social Justice in Society 

Marta Cuesta and Ann-Katrin Witt 

Department of Health and Society, Halmstad University, Halmstad, 30118 Sweden; E-Mails: marta.cuesta@hh.se (M.C.), 

ann-katrin.witt@hh.se (A.-K.W.); Tel: +46-35-167-100 (A.-K.W.); Fax: +46-35-186-192 (A.-K.W.) 

How to Cite this Article 

Cuesta, M., & Witt, A.-K. (2014). How Gender Conscious Pedagogy in Higher Education Can Stimulate Actions for 

Social Justice in Society. Social Inclusion, 2(1), 12-23. 

Copyrights 
© 2014 by the authors; licensee Cogitatio (Lisbon, Portugal). This article is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 
International License (CC BY). 

 

Published by: 

 

www.cogitatiopress.com 

 

About the Journal 

Social Inclusion is a peer-reviewed open access journal which provides academics and policy-makers with a forum to discuss and 
promote a more socially inclusive society. The journal encourages researchers to publish their results on topics concerning social 
and cultural cohesiveness, marginalized social groups, social stratification, minority-majority interaction, cultural diversity, national 
identity, and core-periphery relations, while making significant contributions to the understanding and enhancement of social inclu-
sion worldwide. 

www.cogitatiopress.com/socialinclusion 

Editor-in-Chief 
Professor Ulf R. Hedetoft, Faculty of Humanities, University of Copenhagen, Denmark 

Managing Editor 
Mr. António Vieira, Social Inclusion, Cogitatio Press, Portugal 



 

Social Inclusion, 2014, Volume 2, Issue 1, Pages 12-23 12 

Social Inclusion 
2014, Volume 2, Issue 1, Pages 12-23 

 
 

Article 

How Gender Conscious Pedagogy in Higher Education Can Stimulate 
Actions for Social Justice in Society 

Marta Cuesta and Ann-Katrin Witt * 

Department of Health and Society, Halmstad University, Halmstad, 30118 Sweden; E-Mails: marta.cuesta@hh.se (M.C.), 
ann-katrin.witt@hh.se (A.-K.W.); Tel: +46-35-167-100 (A.-K.W.); Fax: +46-35-186-192 (A.-K.W.) 

* Corresponding author 

Submitted: 3 December 2013 | In Revised Form: 24 March 2014 | Accepted: 12 May 2014 |  
Published: 26 May 2014 

Abstract 
In order to reflect upon methods that can generate social justice and democratization, this article emphasises practical 
implementations connected to gender conscious pedagogy. Gender conscious pedagogy aims at overcoming the myth 
of objectivity by questioning, through teaching, what is considered as “common sense” and “normal”. This endeavour 
entails acting and reflecting upon such breakthroughs as developing understanding of how gender codes influence eve-
ryday activities as well as working life. The starting point of the article initiates a norm-critic perspective for considering 
the effects of implementing a feminist perspective for teaching in both theory and practice. Our data was collected 
from alumni students who were asked to remember and reflect upon their gender studies classes and particularly upon 
the usefulness of this type of knowledge in connection with everyday and working life whether as a politician, lecturer, 
IT-manager, doctoral student, The study is grounded in a “critical hermeneutic” method. That is, the data is mirrored in 
and interpreted in light of the context in which the material was gathered. This article focuses on how teachers enable 
students to be gender confident and, as a consequence, to be gender actors outside the university in their working life. 
Some of the central questions asked in the study are: How are gender issues represented and integrated in the differ-
ent areas of studies? What can teachers do in order to promote equality in the classroom? Are students given opportu-
nities for understanding, internalizing and discussing gender issues and for describing and reflecting upon their experi-
ences from gender studies courses? 
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1. Introduction 

One of the gravest obstacles to the achievement of 
liberation is that oppressive reality absorbs those 
within it and thereby acts to submerge human be-
ings’ consciousness. Paulo Freire (1993, p. 33) 

In recent years the authors of this article have become 
aware of many examples of how some of our former 

students have become gender-actors in the sense that 
they act confidently in their knowledge of how gender 
is constructed, reproduced and transformed when sit-
uations or questions of equality appear and democratic 
rights are on the agenda. Students have given us ex-
amples from their private lives and we have seen evi-
dence of gender activism in their working lives. We 
have met our former students at conferences, read 
about them and seen them being interviewed in me-
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dia, read their articles and followed their blogs. Some-
times we have even met them in the street and talked 
about their current lives and the times when they were 
students in gender classes. We were positively sur-
prised to hear that after finishing their courses or re-
ceiving their diplomas some students that were rather 
reluctant during their formal education days, later, par-
ticularly in their professional lives, took decisions and 
acted from feminist perspectives. These informal con-
tacts made us very curious and inspired us to this study 
based on reviewing the gender perspective university 
courses for which we1 were responsible. The following 
is a critical reflection on how feminist perspectives,2 
implemented as gender conscious pedagogy, can im-
pact social justice in society by stimulating conscious-
ness about equality, diversity, social rights and democ-
racy, inside and outside the university. 

In our opinion, knowledge of feminist theory and 
gender issues are related to knowledge-production as 
part of structural and relational aspects inside and out-
side universities today. According to Kathleen Weiler 
(1988), critical research framed by feminist theory 
shows how the concept of emancipation can be under-
stood in the light of feminist epistemology. We connect 
this framework to our pedagogical project by integrat-
ing feminist epistemology using the concept “gender 
conscious pedagogy” which includes both teaching 
feminist theory and integrating feminist perspectives in 
both gender courses and courses in other disciplines in 
the higher education setting. Teaching gender perspec-
tives aims at overcoming the “myth of objectivity”, by 
questioning all mechanisms that create social injustices 
related to ideas of gender differences and “intersec-
tionality”3. Integrating feminist perspectives in higher 
education includes putting gender matters on the 
agenda, promoting reflections about and analysis of 
societal problems, as well as discussing the meaning 
and limits of “normality”.  

The aim of this article is to take examples from a 
study and reflect on how teaching with gender per-
spectives (gender conscious pedagogy) in higher edu-
cation courses can support students to be more confi-
dent about gender matters and, as a consequence, 

                                                           
1 We, the authors of this article, have extensive experience 
teaching many gender courses at all academic levels, over a 
period of 20 years, at universities in and outside Sweden. This 
includes plain gender courses as well as courses on criminol-
ogy, victimology, care science, entrepreneurship, working life, 
media and democracy with gender perspectives.  
2 We the authors of this article stand for a feminist perspec-
tive against sexism, racism, homophobia and all forms of op-
pression. 
3 About an understanding of social complexity from a gender, 
sexuality, ethnicity, class, nationality, etc. point of view, and 
connecting it to reflections on power or power relations, 
(Crenshaw, 2006) 

become gender actors outside the university in their 
personal and working lives.  

Over the following pages we will describe how gen-
der conscious pedagogy was implemented in the vari-
ous courses we gave. We argue that, by using a gender 
conscious pedagogy, teachers can inspire students to 
make gender-reflections, generate greater equality in 
the classroom, and stimulate students to become gen-
der-actors in society at large. This article is composed 
of the following parts: Theoretic standpoints, Collecting 
material on gender matters (method and material), 
Gender conscious pedagogy in practice (including anal-
ysis of material and discussions) and Conclusions. The 
questions to be examined are: How do we define gen-
der-conscious pedagogy? What within the courses in-
spired the students to develop raised consciousness 
and self-criticism from feminist perspectives? How do 
students describe and reflect on their experiences in 
the gender courses? How do students exemplify their 
use of gender-knowledge outside the university?  

2. Theoretical Standpoints 

The approach used in this article is a norm-critical per-
spective on higher education (Lundberg & Werner, 
2012). Such a perspective entails criticism of traditional 
structures and discipline-cultures, which often obstruct, 
by dominance, real possibilities for consciousness-
raising in education (MacKinnon, 1991; Weiler, 1988). 
Gender-structures are seldom questioned in traditional 
pedagogy and, at least in Sweden, are often invisible and 
absorbed without reflection by students whose lives 
have largely been shaped by social homogeneity norms.  

In societies, inequalities can be identified in all so-
cial relationships as being temporary and fluctuating. 
Some inequalities last for a long time, over genera-
tions, and can be identified locally, nationally and glob-
ally. Long-lasting and systematic disparities, “durable 
inequalities”, influence human beings’ opportunities in 
life (Tilly, 2000). Structural distinctions affect us all -in 
our choice of education and study-subjects- as well as 
the choices we make in working life. Charles Tilly at-
tributes the problem of “durable inequality” to sociali-
zation occurring from institutionalisations of the wom-
an/man categories. This is done both deliberately and 
instinctively by inclusion, exclusion, adaptation and so-
cial control. The man/woman categories are causally 
related to dominance or subordination, which involves 
large and important differences in benefits related to 
gender (Tilly, 2000, pp. 19-26). Significant for under-
standing of gender relations is how power interrelates 
by structures and become norms that develop in pro-
cesses of delegations (Young, 2000). This implies that 
“power relations” include mechanisms that are inti-
mately integrated in social life. People, therefore, need 
knowledge in order to resist injustices (independent of 
whether the injustices are related to gender, ethnicity, 
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sexuality, visible or/and invisible disability, etc.). Injus-
tice can be defined as an act that aims at preventing 
freedom. The prevention of freedom occurs in differ-
ent ways, for example restricting the individuals’ own 
development and experiences as citizens or limiting the 
individual’s or group’s opportunity to participate, de-
liberate, and make decisions related to social issues. 
Resisting injustice requires a deeper understanding of 
gender knowledge and the implementing of feminist 
perspectives in teaching. 

2.1. Gender Knowledge  

Gender studies is closely connected to feminism, anti-
racism and sexual orientation activism and has, in 
common with these initiatives, a critique of discrimi-
nating structures. This (gender studies) approach deals 
with interpretations of discourses and their significance 
for human relationships, by analysing the effect of 
power structures (Connell, 2002). We define gender as 
a “social construction”, within cultural and historical 
contexts, that is related to the social roles individuals 
are given or forced into in society. The perspective we 
apply in this study is not concerned with identity and, 
thus, as Connell (2002) puts it, has more to do with 
representation. We state that gender research has a 
political dimension in that it is related to liberation 
theory, social justice and democracy because it chal-
lenges patriarchal hegemonies and inequalities in soci-
ety.4 Such a perspective on knowledge is a form of “ac-
tivism” in the sense that it confronts questions related 
to the foundations of teaching as well as which individ-
uals or groups in education have interpretive prece-
dence. This is the perspective on knowledge that we 
apply in this article.  

Central for understanding this focus is bell hooks’ 
work, Teaching to Transgress (1994). According to 
hooks “education has a potential to be a practice of 
freedom”: 

When education is the practice of freedom, stu-
dents are not the only ones who are asked to share, 
to confess. Engaged pedagogy does not seek simply 
to empower students. Any classroom that employs 
a holistic model of learning will also be a place 
where teachers grow, and are empowered by the 
process. (hooks, 1994, p. 21) 

Activist knowledge necessitates a feminist perspective 
and promotes critical reflections on power as a central 
point of view. Reflection can be applied in the many 
situations that individuals (in this article, students) 
have to reflect upon using the terms of resistance 
against domination. A work of importance for our the-

                                                           
4 For reference see hooks (2000); Eduards (2004); Enns 
(2005). 

oretical perspective is Feminism without borders (Mo-
hanty, 2003), in which the author critically reflects on 
the role of a feministic hegemony and proposes a 
“pedagogy of resistance”:  

Creating resistance-cultures is about viewing the 
academy as part of a larger socio-political arena 
where people from the third world are neutralised 
and dealt with in the name of liberal democracy. 
(Mohanty, 2003, p. 241). 

When resistance-cultures are created they open up 
new possibilities and new social views that are of cen-
tral importance in order to develop criticism against 
the forms of repression and abuse we see in abun-
dance in society today. Mohanty (2003) states that 
questions of knowledge, power and experience must 
be raised and reflected on, as contributions for peda-
gogic improvements. 

Teaching by implementing feminist perspectives in 
higher education, therefore, entails a vision aimed at 
integrating education as part of a knowledge project 
with focus on equality and democracy. The intention is 
not only to focus on the concept of gender in its cultur-
al context, but also to strive to recognise gender’s vari-
ous integrated social practices in teaching situations 
and in working life5.  

2.2. Implementing Feminist Perspectives in Teaching 

Subjects such as Gender Studies and Feminist Theory 
influence teaching; the didactic as well as the content 
of the education from a consciousness-raising stand-
point. It would be contradictory to talk about democ-
racy and injustice and simultaneously maintain a tradi-
tional, hierarchical teacher/student relationship in the 
lecture room. Such an arrangement would be hypocrit-
ical and unconvincing. 

In consciousness-raising pedagogical processes, nar-
ratives, autobiographical presentations and memory-
works must be analysed and reflected upon contextual-
ly. Such processes develop new experiences and create 
deeper awareness and understanding of the problems 
in question. From a feminist point of view there is al-
ways a direct connection between the structural con-
text and people’s actions. Teaching and implementing 
feminist perspective, by using gender conscious peda-
gogy, stimulates students to confront their acceptance 
of “false consciousness”. This can be done by reflec-
tions on prejudgments, as well as, revaluate concep-
tions of each other. 

                                                           
5 Concerning teaching situations see Lundberg & Werner 
(2012) Genusvetenskapens pedagogic och didaktik (Pedagog-
ic and didactic in gender science); concerning gender in work-
ing-life se for example Gonäs, Lindgren and Bildt (2001) Köns-
segregering i arbetslivet (Gender segregation in Working-life). 
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Teachers must not forget that the students they 
meet in the classroom are also citizens with experienc-
es of life and civil rights. In the classic work Pedagogy 
of the oppressed Paulo Freire (1993) states that when 
teachers and students proceed from their own experi-
ences in dialogues, they contribute to an increased un-
derstanding, not only through their relationship to one 
another, but also to society in general.  In other words, 
contexts are very seldom simplified but often deeply 
analysed and problematized.  

The important thing, from the point of view of lib-
ertarian education, is for the people to come to feel 
like masters of their thinking by discussing the 
thinking and views of the world explicitly or implic-
itly manifest in their own suggestions and those of 
their comrades. Because this view of education 
starts with the conviction that it cannot present its 
own program, but must search for this program dia-
logically with the people, it serves to introduce the 
pedagogy of the oppressed, in elaborating what the 
oppressed must participate in (Freire, 1993, p. 105). 

Generally, teaching in higher education (particularly in 
social sciences) has a critical reflective educational per-
spective. Therefore, it is an everyday challenge for 
teachers to develop pedagogic methods that interre-
late “experiences” and “knowledge-seeking”, that are 
not predetermined, states Sandra Harding (1991, p. 
271). In relation to this idea, we argue that knowledge 
production involves various and different dimensions 
for many teachers. Essential to critical reflection is an 
epistemological perspective coupled with political 
awareness and knowledge of current praxis. These di-
mensions are closely related to “objective” ontological 
classifications such as structural oppression, discrimi-
nation, etc. But there is also a personal, more subjec-
tive, dimension required of one who makes choices of 
how to teach (for example, the feminist perspective). 
In other words, gender conscious pedagogy requires 
effort in order to inspire critical thinking and it entails a 
contribution to social justice, equality and democracy.  

Our experience is that not all (students) are familiar 
with equality rights, conditions, and their implications 
and how this understanding relates to social distinc-
tions. The concept gender conscious pedagogy in-
volves, therefore, what we can call a “solidarity act”, 
for example, helping students from minority groups to 
understand unjust situations in which they might be in-
volved. By inspiring these students to explore and build 
understanding of their own situation and to analyse 
situations in terms of equal rights independent of so-
cial background, consciousness raising develops. Con-
cretely, such experiences can be interpreted as “re-
spectability” (Skeggs, 1999), but it often expands to a 
more open gender awareness. Feminist perspective 
implemented as gender conscious pedagogy in practice 

means acting and reflecting on breakthroughs, such as an 
understanding of how gender codes influence knowledge 
and education in general (not only humanities and social 
studies but also technology, entrepreneurship and care 
science, etc.) in everyday and working life.  

2.3. Gender Conscious Pedagogy 

What happens in a teaching situation is always unique 
because it is dependent on the communication be-
tween teacher and students. The situation specifically 
includes time/space situations. The purpose of using 
gender conscious pedagogy in the classroom is to in-
spire democratic dialogues and empower the students 
through this process. In general, classroom dialogues 
are based on the authoritarian role the teachers repre-
sent, but active gender pedagogy helps to break the si-
lence in the lecture room and counteract the tradition 
of listening only to authorities. Thus, knowledge is cre-
ated in the classroom by a two-way communication be-
tween teachers and students—the pedagogic tool is 
based upon the teaching and learning situation. Con-
versing through “emancipatory dialogues” aims at ful-
filling, scientifically, deeper meanings of individual ex-
periences as well as increased understanding of mutual 
experiences that develop in the teaching context. 
These are important elements for critically understand-
ing what knowledge creation involves -at least in social 
science—in the sense that knowledge is intimately re-
lated to the experienced reality. 

Implementing gender conscious pedagogy in the 
classroom can be described as a process related to so-
cio-cultural-emotional context and, in practice, related 
to personal/relational contact. We cannot ignore the 
fact that what teachers communicate (at least within 
areas of social science) does affect the students as hu-
man beings. Critical dialogue involves difficult reflec-
tions in general because the interlocutors are students 
from different social classes, ethnicities, genders, sexu-
al orientations, etc. Teaching embodies sensitive di-
mensions depending on how the subject matter is pre-
sented, especially when certain problem-formulations 
such as sexism and/or racism are treated. Some au-
thors have concluded that, teaching based on a vision 
of consciousness-raising, (Cuesta, 2010) transforms 
“the classroom as democratic setting where everyone 
feels a responsibility to contribute is a central goal of 
transformative pedagogy” (hooks, 1994, p. 39). 

3. Collecting Material on Gender Matters 

This study includes a conceptualization of inequality 
regimes, connected to the production of gender 
knowledge. The starting point is a norm-critic perspec-
tive with reflections about the effects of implementing 
feminist perspectives in teaching which attempts a 
combination of theory and praxis. We highlight the im-
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portance of matters about gender awareness and gen-
der conscious acting intended to benefit societies in 
terms of social justice,6 by situating people’s experi-
ence and extending it to relational intersections.7 

We have used a “critical hermeneutic” method in 
the sense that empirical material is mirrored and inter-
preted in light of the context in which the material is 
selected. “Hermeneutics is an approach to the analysis 
of texts that stresses how prior understandings and 
prejudices shape the interpretive process” (Denzin & 
Lincoln, 2005, p. 27). Kincheloe and McLaren (in Denzin 
& Lincoln, 2005) recommend the use of critical herme-
neutics as a method that combines a critical view and a 
pragmatic approach to texts and their connections to 
the informants lived experiences. Hence, according to 
criticism, the contemporary societies (such as the Swe-
dish) would not be understood as static and democrat-
ically unproblematic, but places where gender, class, 
ethnicity, sexuality and disability play an important role 
and influence the individuals´ situation in terms of 
power relations.  

When we interpret the students’ answers and nar-
ratives about how they use knowledge from their edu-
cation in their private and professional lives we have 
professional knowledge of education, society (as we 
are sociologists) and, in some cases, we have been able 
to follow some of the students and their professional 
careers (e.g. politics) using social media. We have also 
been able to follow a process of consciousness-raising 
with some of the participants. 

The context in a classroom, using gender conscious 
pedagogy, includes a method for consciousness-raising 
aimed at making the classroom a democratic forum 
where responsibility, contribution to knowledge-
development and transformations in society become 
possible.8 We stimulated the students in our class-
rooms to reflections and discussions regarding ways in 
which power internalisation can be critically analysed; 
how emancipation can be achieved; and how individu-
als in society perform gender consciousness at large or 
by students in the classroom. Therefore, we define 
ourselves as a part of the study group in the classroom 
because, on one hand we represent a pedagogical 
view, while, on the other hand, we are open to be in-
fluenced by students. This influence may come from 
student statements that are particularly well focused, 
or, perhaps, situations related to equality and the ex-
periences that students share. This method can be un-
derstood as a type of “knowledge- implied research” 
discovering, in particular, “the social as it extends be-

                                                           
6 See also Bartky (1990) and Acker (2006). 
7 See also Smith (2005). 
8 See hooks (1994) and Mohanty (2003), for further reflec-
tions connected to teaching in contexts of “colonisa-
tion/decolonisation”. 

yond experience”, and implementing various tech-
niques of data collection.  

The material in focus in our study is based on both 
formal and informal communications. We gathered 
and analysed course evaluations, teachers’ diaries with 
day to day notes and reflections, questionnaires to 
alumni students, face to face dialogues with students, 
parts of blogs and articles by some former students 
and articles about them and their work for gender 
equality in the media. Particularly useful to the study 
were the data from questionnaires collected from 
alumni students who were asked to remember and re-
flect upon their gender studies and about how useful 
the knowledge was/is in connection to their everyday 
and working lives. Our own voices, roles and work as 
teachers in these courses are also part of this study.  

We had access to all the names of our former stu-
dents but, unfortunately, in many cases their student 
email addresses were out of date so we had difficulty 
reaching all. Eventually, after searching for about 200 
former students, we came in contact with 45 and re-
ceived answers from 30. The majority of the students 
who responded were female.9 Only three male stu-
dents answered our questionnaire and contributed to 
the most significant part of the data. The collected ma-
terial will not be treated as statistics but as short narra-
tives (i.e. qualitative empirical data).  

The teaching situations (usually lectures and semi-
nars) evaluated were from Gender Studies and other 
courses with gender perspective such as entrepreneur-
ship, care science, etc.) The content of the lectures 
ranged from classic and contemporary feminist theo-
ries and gender science to different topics and ques-
tions the students raised, often based on personal ex-
periences and preferences. The seminars focused on 
discussions, interpretations and analysis. The lectures 
were based on theoretical viewpoints and concepts but 
also developed dialogues over theoretic references and 
the empirical cases. Two-way communication was an 
essential part of the knowledge development in the 
courses. In the next section, the students’ voices and 
experiences with gender studies are presented. 

4. Gender Conscious Pedagogy in Praxis  

The common aim of the evaluated gender courses was 
knowledge development with regard to feminist theo-
ries related to gender consciousness (which in many sit-

                                                           
9 In Sweden 60,000 students gained 180 HE credits, 65% fe-
male and 35% male, in the academic year of 2010/2011. About 
20% students had other background of origin than Swedish, 
the same amount as in the entire population (SCB, 2012; HSV, 
Report 2008:20R). Despite this, several fields and programs are 
heavily gender-dominated for example Technology (65% men), 
Care Science (82% women) and Teaching (78 % women). There 
are no official figures for Gender Studies but we have experi-
enced that about 90% of the students in GS are female. 
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uations lead to reflections about power structures and 
resistance against dominance). Below we present how 
former students remember, talk about, and act according 
to gender consciousness in their private and working lives. 

The lecturers worked hard to involve students in 
settings designed for analysing their stories and narra-
tives of real situations and life experiences related to 
the courses specific subjects. Text and film analysis, 
media analysis and topics such as equality, care sci-
ence, and women’s entrepreneurship were connected 
to the courses’ focus on gender equality, human rights 
and democracy. We worked consciously to avoid sim-
plifying problems of homogenous distinctions by talk-
ing about diversity and intersectionality including such 
issues as social class, immigration and sexuality.10  

4.1. Implementing Gender Conscious Pedagogy from 
Teachers’ Notes  

Below we present a lecture series concerning con-
scious-raising: 

The lecture series described below was included as 
one part of a gender-course at the first level. A majori-
ty of the student group did not have much knowledge 
about gender issues in advance. They choose Gender 
Studies, in general, out of personal interests but also 
because gender knowledge is a good qualification for 
working life in Sweden as complementary to other sub-
jects. The lecture series was based on the book Femi-
nism an Introduction by Jane Freedman (2003). Teach-
ing in the course was based on diving into the field by 
implementing feminist theory to help define and un-
derstand gender issues and emerging problems related 
to power, domination and resistance. This is one di-
mension of using gender conscious pedagogy in the 
classroom. Another aspect of the course involved es-
tablishing conversations about common situations 
connected to daily life and to support critical reflec-
tions on them based upon theories drawn from 
Freedman’s book. We tried to support the students’ 
consciousness development by encouraging them to 
move from subjective feelings to more objective and 
intellectual understandings. The lecture series inte-
grated three parts and was a developing process during 
the ten year period that we gave the plain gender 
courses. The following schedule shows a form of all-
embracing structure. This comprehensive model was 
then tailor-made and supplemented for the more spe-
cific courses such as entrepreneurship, care science, 
criminology and other subjects into which gender per-
spectives were integrated. 

                                                           
10 An important detail to highlight is that one of us the teach-
er as a not Swedish origin. 

“Feminism I”, from empiric to theory: a) Students 
and teacher discuss some common situations in which 
gender structures can be identified. b) The teacher 
helps to relate emerging questions and themes to cen-
tral concepts in the literature, aiming to help the stu-
dents to be more open-minded and confident about 
the impact of gender and how it influences daily life. 
The discussions often started by the students sharing 
personal experiences and their common-sense under-
standing the teachers coached the students and in-
spired them to go deeper, to theorize and enter the 
gender theoretical field. The teachers’ role was to be a 
coach and to be open-minded and support flexible in-
terpretations when it came to analysis of common sit-
uations well known to the students. In this way, the 
first step was taken to develop critical reflections about 
gender and power relationships based on feminist the-
ories. The next step was to generalize about problems 
and use consciousness as a tool to stimulate students 
to reflect on good or bad societal changes. For such 
development to occur, a deeper knowledge of the his-
tory of the field of feminism is necessary as well as 
knowledge about convictions, gender structures and 
empowerment. c) The teacher can, for example, create 
a map on a white board to display central concepts and 
their relations to central theories. The map becomes a 
starting point for papers (empirical to theoretical) that 
students present later, and discuss in a seminar. 

“Feminism II”, deepening in theory: a) The teacher 
returns to the concept map from earlier lectures and 
reinforces the impact of central gender theories and 
concepts connected to the literature. The students are 
encouraged to be actors and to help develop the map 
and raise questions at any time. b) The object of this 
process is active student participation in order to de-
velop a deeper understanding of the contributions of 
gender studies and social changes. It is intended that 
the students become conscious of societal influences 
on individuals. c) The work in seminars becomes the 
basis for more extensive theoretical papers, which are 
presented and discussed later, in another seminar. 

“Feminism III”, individual deepening: a) The teacher 
shows illustrations of different issues and matters from 
media, (daily newspapers, magazines, Internet, social 
media etc.) in order to visualise the impact of gender 
as a norm to be conscious of and critical about. b) The 
students reflect on and discuss the given examples and 
suggest theoretical angles to analyse them in small 
groups (for example about masculinity). c) A list of top-
ics is created in order to help in the examination con-
nected to this part of the course with focus on “from 
empirical to theoretical”. 
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4.2. Remembering Classroom Situations…from 
Students’ Narratives 

Below, some students describe different experiences 
concerning consciousness-raising in the classroom:  

 The studies of hegemonic masculinity were very in-
teresting and gave me many insights. It gave me an 
aha-reaction on how complicated the gender-
system is and further problems. We had good dis-
cussions and analysis together with the teachers 
and the whole course equipped me with good basic 
knowledge on gender and with tools for my work as 
a professional politician (Ingrid, political science, 
politician in local government) 

 Reading the book “Forbidden action” and taking 
part in the seminar gave a specific understanding of 
how provoking it obviously can be for some people 
that women (individually or as a collective) can 
manage on their own, without men. It was surpris-
ing, not necessarily because I did not know it be-
fore, but it was suddenly so clear to me after this 
item. (Martin doctoral student in Education) 

 I remember when we analysed a television drama 
series and received some questions about coloniza-
tion. One question was about status and power. I 
think about that now and then—how we value an 
immigrant differently based on which country he or 
she comes from. (Erica, master in Ethnology, re-
search secretary) 

 The discussions we had in class and in minor groups 
opened many doors to new ways of looking at gen-
der equality, on the shape of the society and on 
how we can change it for the best. (Anna, student 
in social psychology and handcrafter) 

 The studies gave me a wider understanding of the 
relation between the individual and the society and 
groups that are defined as outsiders in the norm-
society (Carina, BA sociology, probation officer) 

 Multi-culture was an important part of the course. 
(Fanny BA sociology, youth pedagogue)   

 I started with an open mind and my eyes opened 
up, I learned new things all the time and came to 
look upon my environment with a new perspective. 
(Daniela student and local politician) 

4.3. Interpreting Gender Conscious Pedagogy in 
Classrooms 

Gender conscious pedagogy often results in eye-
opening moments as we see in the above quoted, 
notes and narratives. Gender consciousness also stimu-
lates emancipation and self-criticism, which, in the 
courses in focus, necessitated that we as teachers con-
sciously acted to involve the more silent, sceptic or un-
sure students to take up a standpoint and dare to raise 

their voices. The purpose for stimulating and encourag-
ing the quiet students to do this was to make sure that 
their understanding of theories and concepts like pow-
er-techniques, norms, roles, discrimination, injustice 
and democracy did not stay at an academic level but 
could be illustrated with and related to the students’ 
personal experiences on descriptive as well as analytic 
levels. At the lectures, we, as teachers, often worked 
deductively because of the “atmosphere” in the class-
room. In seminars we worked inductively because of 
the many experiences the students wanted to relate 
and try to understand. As most teachers are aware, 
students raise their voices in small groups better than 
in front of the whole class. The seminar leaders con-
sciously enabled students to actively participate and 
tried to lead the discussions away from the mere relat-
ing of individual examples/problems toward expressions 
of deeper intellectual and theoretical understanding.  

The students’ narratives regarding courses they had 
taken 3–7 years ago reinforce the starting point of the 
pedagogy in focus. We are also encouraged that the 
students questioned tell us that they internalized and 
used the gender knowledge from the course in their 
everyday lives and working lives. We were pleased to 
see that many of these students, even if they could not 
point out a specific moment, wrote that the entire 
course gave them a deeper understanding of the 
mechanisms of gender structures and power strate-
gies. We are aware that students with negative experi-
ences in the courses might not have bothered to an-
swer our questionnaire.11 Some students pointed out 
that the discussions in seminar groups had been par-
ticularly valuable to them because they could go deep-
er and analyse what we call “false consciousness” 
about gender roles in society.  

The narratives we gathered show that the respond-
ents’ experiences of raised consciousness, enabled 
them to use various gender-related concepts and 
norm-critical perspectives to interpret their social envi-
ronment. One respondent, Ingrid, uses a lot of con-
cepts related to gender theory from the lectures and 
also refers to theories like gender-system and hege-
monic masculinity when she refers to discussions in 
and analyses of the course she took. Furthermore, she 
describes an aha-reaction to the gender-complexity of 
problems. Another respondent, Martin, also refers to a 
specific moment he had while reading literature that 
can be described as “consciousness raising”, one of the 
aims of the course. Erica’s reflections on how ethnicity 

                                                           
11 In general terms we received very positive answers from 
the respondents, but what kind of information we missed 
from the ones that did not respond, is impossible to know. 
Nevertheless we find that the collected material is significant 
for our purpose—even a small sample can be rich in infor-
mation—because it is representative in order to “raise their 
voices”. 
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can play a role in everyday life while “valuing” people, 
started with an analysis of a television drama that was 
analysed as part of a seminar.  

In general, the narratives express how a conscious-
ness-raising process influenced the students’ aware-
ness of key perspectives of gender equality as well as 
how such awareness can help understanding and, pos-
sibility, change society. Fanny describes her experience 
as creating a wider understanding of alienating struc-
tures and norms in society. Other side the concept of 
multi-culture was interpreted and connected in a Swe-
dish context. This is an example of how the gender 
conscious pedagogy can be related to a norm critic 
view on society. 

4.4. Being Gender-Actors in Working Life...from the 
Students’ Narratives 

Below, some students describe their personal devel-
opment and awareness concerning gender and equal 
rights as well as diversity and democracy issues:  

 My self-confidence is much better since taking the 
course Women’s entrepreneurship. Now I dare to 
say no to things I do not want to do and I have the 
courage to raise demands, for example, when talk-
ing to the bank. (Karin, small business manager, 
horse breeding) 

 I am not “the nice little girl” anymore—I now know 
that it’s much better to make my voice heard. Peo-
ple actually listen to me now. (Lisa, small business 
in health care) 

 I work at a University where topics of gender, diver-
sity and democracy are constantly on the agenda 
although I do not work with them explicitly. I devel-
oped a more analytical way of looking at things and 
have been able to decode certain behaviours at 
work, for example, when someone uses power 
techniques against me or someone else. (Erica, re-
search secretary) 

 I have developed knowledge and gender awareness 
that I try to use when interacting with children and, 
not least, with their parents in the gymnastic group 
I lead. (Anna, student in social psychology and 
handcrafter) 

 I wish for and seek another perspective on social 
work in which I can use my knowledge from my ed-
ucation. Today, I appreciate the knowledge about 
power relationships, gender equality, etc. in my 
work with people and in relationships with my col-
leges. (Carina, BA sociology, probation officer) 

4.5. Being Gender-Actors outside the University…from 
Students’ Narratives  

Below some students describe their experiences con-
cerning gender acting. 

 I use a lot of the knowledge in my life. For exam-
ple, I have demanded that the Political Region us-
es gender-divided statistics to make the health 
and medical services more equal. I have also high-
lighted the question of violence in intimate rela-
tionships on the agenda. (Daniela, MA student and 
local politician) 

 I am sure it (the course) has influenced how I look 
at my social environment. One example of when I 
use my gender knowledge is at salary negotiations, 
when it comes to my own salary as well as when it 
comes to me negotiating with my colleagues 
about their salary. (Greta, MA IT management, IT 
consultant) 

 I have had a lot of use of my studies. As one of the 
leaders of the City Council I have a lot of power and 
meet power structures every day. I have been very 
much helped by understanding and knowing about 
power techniques, power structures and gender 
systems strata and its manifestations. Equality, de-
mocracy and diversity are often problematized and it 
is good to have theories to lean on, not only personal 
experiences. (Ingrid, politician, local government) 

 I definitely received knowledge about gender, eth-
nicity and equality that set the tone for my disserta-
tion and the topics that I teach today. I also have 
great use for the knowledge in private as well as in 
working life in order to discover, understand and 
tackle power structures of different kinds. (Berit, 
PhD, sociology) 

 The course stimulated a “critical gaze” that has an 
essential importance for my picture of the world 
and perspective on society, groups and social rela-
tionships. Gender-consciousness is a natural part of 
my doctoral studies. As a dramatist within amateur-
theatre I try to make “gender experiments” dealing 
with the fact that most of the members are female 
but most of the existing plays are dominated by 
male roles. You could continue to let girls play girls 
but let the female characters fill functions in the 
plot that are usually ascribed to male characters. 
Another way of dealing with this paradox is to make 
some of the characters more androgynous. (Martin, 
doctoral student) 

4.6. Interpreting Gender-Actors in Society 

To understand norms and power and their implications 
in terms of equality, justice and democracy is the aim 
of gender conscious pedagogy. The consciousness-
raising process entails responsibility for both the 
teachers and the students interacting in classrooms. 
The classrooms can also be understood as working 
places and, relationally, as small societies. Classrooms 
present obvious opportunities, according to Freire 
(1993), hooks (1994) and Mohanty (2003) to reflect 
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about the meanings of power and situations when 
breaking norms contributes to more equality, justice 
and democracy.  

The narratives from the students express that gen-
der consciousness not only influences their private 
lives but also their professional lives. Karin and Lisa 
(both from a course on gender and entrepreneurship) 
talk about better self-confidence and daring to raise 
their voices now. They feel that they are actually lis-
tened to now. They show that they have gained re-
spectability as women and entrepreneurs -a product of 
awareness and emancipation, we believe-. Erica (from 
an ordinary gender course) uses her knowledge of 
power techniques in her working life as a research sec-
retary in a big city medical institution. Anna (from an 
ordinary gender course) shows that she can use gender 
knowledge when interacting with children and their 
parents as leader of a gymnastic group in a small village 
-questions of awareness and implementation of rights 
and equality-, we believe. Carina (from an ordinary 
gender course) has used gender knowledge when in-
teracting with colleagues and former inmates at a pro-
bation office. Her job deals with power relations and 
equality and she hopes for “another” perspective on 
social work -acquiring a gender perspective-, we be-
lieve. Daniela, (a politician today) was a skeptical stu-
dent from the beginning. Therefore, it is particularly in-
teresting to see that she is such an engage person 
when it comes to her political actions. The example she 
illuminates (gender divided statistics) relates to a sem-
inar connected to an ordinary gender course. Gender 
knowledge enabled her, to reach a power position in 
society -a question of breaking norms and moving up in 
power situations-, we believe. Greta exemplifies how 
gender knowledge can be used at salary negotiations in 
a rather early part of working life in the IT sector. She is 
aware of income differences between male and female 
professionals but she neglects to let that decide how 
she acts in such situations -a question of justice and 
equality-, we believe. Ingrid (politician) says that she 
meets power strategies every day and is aware that 
these strategies influences her even though she has a 
lot of power herself -a question of emancipation con-
nected to democracy-, we believe. When major ques-
tions of equality and democracy are on the agenda it 
feels good to be able to use the theories from her edu-
cation, she says. Berit took gender studies to a higher 
academic level as an integral part of her dissertation. 
She also uses gender knowledge in her own teaching at 
the university—acquiring a gender perspective—, we 
believe. Martin (doctoral student and dramatist) has 
developed a critical gaze, particular in his analysis of 
the world. He expresses that sometimes when he ex-
periments with the actors’ gender roles on stage where 
most of the actors of the group are female and most of 
the written roles are for males. He addresses this prob-
lem and sometimes makes the roles more androgynous 

—a question of breaking norms and equality—, we be-
lieve. When he does this, he plays with or extends the 
traditional limited gender roles that were problema-
tized during the course he took. 

4.7. Discussion 

Reflecting on democracy and power issues and inspir-
ing students to critical thinking demand pedagogical 
tasks involving the impact of gender knowledge on 
students’ roles as actors in relation to structure, partic-
ularly in connection to working life. Being a gender 
conscious actor should not be understood as a conse-
quence of a process but, rather, as a developing pro-
cess in itself that includes teaching and learning, critical 
viewpoints, case methodology, self-reflection, raising 
one’s voice and conscious action, particularly in con-
nection to situations involving dominance and subordi-
nation. This implies that teachers and students inte-
grate critical viewpoints into every social situation 
including personal development. In other words, the 
social construction of a given (gender) role often en-
tails a positioning in terms of “changing values,” and a 
contrast to existing norms.12 Gender conscious teach-
ing entails a social responsibility in terms, which high-
light gender equality in practice. It is our interpretation 
that gender conscious pedagogy can stimulate students 
to a deeper understanding of the imperatives they 
have as citizens in a democratic society. Specifically, 
when lectures focus on gender issues, they undoubted-
ly open up opportunities for everybody involved to be 
more self-confident in their gender roles in society.  

We believe that the pedagogical tools used in the 
courses that were the focus of this study stimulated 
the students to self-reflections and social interactions 
in line with the aims of critical gender studies. Gender 
conscious pedagogical perspectives, as well as peda-
gogical practices were tools used to help the students 
to reflect about their lives: a) with critical reflections on 
power relations—structural perspective; b) on how 
emancipation can be constructed—process perspec-
tive; c) on how gender is performed by individu-
als/students in society/classrooms—individual per-
spective. We believe that the possibility of becoming a 
gender-conscious actor must include awareness of all 
three perspectives and how they are interrelated, i.e. 
the context/the tools/the individual (Cuesta, 2010).  

We also want to highlight the fact that the peda-
gogical tool we used in the courses is based on a two-
way communication between teachers and students 
and that teaching in both large and small groups help 
students to be self-confident. The content and the 
teaching methods utilized opened up opportunities 
and allowed students to reflect on and comprehend 
the different social contexts from which they came and 

                                                           
12 See also Scott (1999). 
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how social boundaries impact everyone. The inclusion-
ary perspective (i.e. interacting and exchanging experi-
ences) is based on included agreements as well as con-
frontations, in the sense that communication between 
students and between students and teachers can 
sometimes be defined as critical experiences when the 
communication concerns, for example, sexism or rac-
ism. One important point to highlight here is that 
meetings between students and teachers for exchang-
ing experiences and knowledge become part of every-
day life; hence the theoretical is implemented in daily 
life. In these meetings, strong feelings and emotions 
are involved and, in the long run, as we see in the 
quotes from the students, new experiences inspired 
them to gender conscious actions even outside the 
university. Both female and male students were sup-
ported when reflecting on their roles as parts of struc-
tural oppression, not only as part of a subordinated or 
a superior category, but also as passive or/and active 
participants. This is an important issue because not 
everyone was aware of gender issues when they start-
ed the courses. Sometimes students, as people, accept 
their given role based on gender, ethnicity, sexuality, 
disability, etc. in a fundamental way as a result of diffi-
culties in adopting other roles. Such realizations are of 
central importance in the pedagogical process where 
the teacher must become an involved actor in discus-
sions. In such cases, the students are often keen to dis-
cuss topics and personal examples resulting in more in-
depth communication and increased understanding. 

5. Conclusion 

The pedagogy we focus on in this article, was inspired 
by emancipatory statements connected to knowledge 
production, according to Freire (1993), hooks (1994) 
and Mohanty (2003). This pedagogy requires an under-
standing of power relations in complex situations 
where gender, sexuality, ethnicity, class, nationality, 
etc. interact in terms of a politic of identity. The stu-
dents in the study were all Swedish students but some 
were connected to other countries of origin, which in-
fluenced discussions in class and individual conscious-
ness about citizens’ rights in the complexity of a demo-
cratic society. 

The courses evaluated and analysed were based on 
gender lectures and seminars in which issues of gender 
and equality as well as social justice and democracy 
were in focus. Content spread from central theories to 
examples from everyday life that integrate personal 
experiences and preferences. Lectures were based on 
theoretical standpoints and concepts but also devel-
oped dialogues about theoretic references and empiri-
cal cases. Seminars attended to more specific empirical 
cases. Gender conscious pedagogy, according to the 
conceptual framework of this study, deals with a con-
sciousness-raising process by breaking traditional 

“gender knowledge”, by inspiring new “gender strate-
gies” and by questioning the acceptance of hegemonic 
values.13 Using “gender conscious pedagogy” in every-
day teaching situations results in varying interactions 
and actions in which both teachers and students ex-
change shared experiences. Opening classrooms, on 
one hand, to processes dealing with democracy and 
social justice and, on the other hand, implementing 
gender consciousness by social interactions. 

We want to emphasize that we cannot fully know 
to what extent we have influenced the students to be-
come what we call gender actors. Our conclusions are 
inferences based on their narratives, their blogs and ar-
ticles, and our own experiences as teachers. Students, 
like other categories of humans, are not a homogene-
ous group and we are quite aware that, when they 
come to a course, they are at different states of gender 
consciousness. The narratives we analyzed strongly 
suggested to us that the courses in question had stimu-
lated influenced and involved various students in gen-
der issues to one degree or another. 

Finally, the focus of this article has been to illumi-
nate that teaching from a feminist perspective opens 
up opportunities for all citizen-students, especially 
those from repressed groups, to be aware of and to be 
able to act against injustices in working life as well as in 
personal life. This kind of knowledge should not be un-
derstood as or limited to criticism about sexism and 
racism. It is a question of democracy. 
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Appendix 

Questions via e-mail to alumni students about their experiences of courses at Halmstad University that were based 

on gender and diversity-perspective.  

 

Write your answers under the questions. 

 

1. What course did you study? 
 

2. What is your highest degree? 
 

3. Describe your profession, your tasks, any political or non-profit assignments or anything else that you think 
may be of relevance for this study:  
 

4. The courses included studies on gender, diversity, equality and democracy. Did you develop knowledge about 
this that you can use today in our professional life? Do you have any examples of this that you can describe 
shortly? 
 

5. Do you remember any specific occasion or moment during your studies on the above-mentioned course that 
has been of a specific importance to you concerning your perspective on people and equality among people 
everywhere?  
 

6. Would you like to tell us anything else that you think might be useful for our study?  
 

Thank you for taking part in this study! 


