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The increasingly corporatized and privatized public university has resulted in 

significant role changes for students and faculty. Among these changes includes 

the development of online education and its proliferation among various 

disciplines to not only increase educational access, but to sustain budgetary 

program needs. Such processes are occurring in women’s studies (WS) programs 

across the country, which can be problematic in terms of fostering a feminist 

classroom in virtual space. The purpose of this study is to examine key 

characteristics of feminist pedagogy and its implementation and effects it has on 

students in the online WS classroom, considering that WS courses seek to 

transform and empower students to create social change. This study utilizes 

qualitative feminist interviewing methods to derive common themes about feminist 

pedagogy from narratives by students who have taken online WS courses, 

traditional face-to-face courses, and a hybrid of both. Findings suggest that 

students who take online WS courses experience a more independent learning 

environment and tend to lack community building in their virtual classroom 



compared to students who take face-to-face courses. Findings also reveal that a 

majority of participants would choose traditional WS classes rather than online 

course options. Future research is recommended in the areas of more nuanced 

theorizing about a cyberfeminist pedagogy and using online web technologies to 

build community in virtual WS classrooms.  
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Letting Our Students Speak: Enriching the Discourse about Feminist Pedagogy in 
the Virtual Classroom 

 
Chapter 1: Introduction 

 

Educational establishments have historically been a place of struggle for 

women and other marginalized populations in the U.S. At this current moment in 

time when women’s studies programs are facing severe budgetary cuts (Powers, 

2008), women and people of color remain inadequately represented in 

administrative and advanced tenure-track positions (Philipsen, 2008), and 

universities are advancing strategic plans that align with corporate business models 

(Reimer, 2004), the academy remains a necessary space for feminist critique. 

While feminists have focused on the production of knowledge and pedagogical 

practices in the university, Chandra Talpade Mohanty (2003), suggests “we rarely 

link these concerns to a serious anticapitalist critique of the corporate academy” (p. 

170). Such critiques reveal connections between U.S. and global economic 

development and the university’s participation in (re)creating hegemonic forms of 

power, inequality, access, and justice. In addition, the shift from a democratic, 

public institution to an entrepreneurial, corporate university creates new 

definitions and roles for students, faculty, and administrators. For example, 

privatization and corporatization creates imbalances of power and hierarchy, and 

further marginalizes specific groups of people. Furthermore, there exist 

fundamental effects to a university that replaces “public participation and 

institutional responsibility and accountability with a profit motive” (Mohanty, 
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2003, p. 177). As a result, U.S. public universities have faced significant changes 

in the past several decades.  

One significant change within the university has been the use of technology 

and the development of online educational programs. Technology has become an 

increasingly popular pedagogical tool as educators implement various assignments 

that use the Internet, electronic search databases, and even social networking sites 

to foster awareness and communication among students (Hoffman, 2011). At the 

same time, public universities are increasingly dependent on technology and online 

education as an outlet to expand profits as state budgets dwindle (Daniel, Kanwar, 

& Uvalic-Trumbic, 2009). Most institutions promoting online education justify 

their participation by citing such reasons as increasing access to students who 

would otherwise be unable to participate in higher education, focusing on the 

ability to streamline university costs in a stringent economy, or simply acquiescing 

to the inevitability of technology influencing many aspects of our lives.  

Given the growth in online education in recent years and Mohanty’s 

insistence that feminist scholars consider the corporate academy as an “urgent site 

of feminist struggle,” it is critical to redefine feminist pedagogy in the online 

classroom and understand its contributions and challenges to our students and 

instructors. While women’s studies has traditionally implemented alternative 

measures to both teaching and learning in higher education, noted through the 

considerable scholarship focusing on critical and feminist pedagogy in traditional 

classrooms, questions continue to arise concerning the efficacy of feminist 
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teaching and learning in virtual classrooms. While the characteristics of feminist 

pedagogy are key components to the classroom experience, including the 

outcomes that this educational approach has on students, it is important to 

acknowledge the opinions, attitudes, and real experiences of students as online 

programs develop, especially considering the ways that feminist pedagogy has 

traditionally been a way to empower students to create social change.  

This research project addresses these issues through an exploration of 

students’ current experiences of both online and face-to-face women’s studies 

courses at one of only three institutions in the United States that offers an online 

degree in women’s studies. This research presents a qualitative study of women’s 

studies students at Oregon State University who were interviewed about their 

experiences in the feminist classroom.   At the time of the interview, each student 

was registered as a women’s studies major or minor and had taken either or both 

online women’s studies courses and face-to face courses at OSU. Interviews 

revealed important themes related to feminist pedagogy and differences students 

experience in the online classroom. Additionally, participant interviews illustrate 

several concerns for the program’s participation in the online women’s studies 

major. This research contributes to limited scholarship available on implementing 

feminist pedagogy in the online classroom by offering insight from students of 

women’s studies courses. 

The next chapter provides a review of the literature examining the 

development of online education and the implications for women and people of 
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color in the academy. In it I also outline the key practices, theoretical 

underpinnings, and results of using feminist pedagogy with students. It concludes 

with an examination of the current literature about feminist pedagogy in the online 

classroom and its potential promise. Chapter 3 addresses the methodological 

approaches used in this research study. Interview findings and a discussion of 

these results are presented in chapter 4.  In chapter 5, I conclude by addressing 

potential areas for future research endeavors, and I affirm why it is necessary to 

continue a feminist critique of our participation in online education. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

 

As discussed below, education remains a central argument for gender 

equality, the empowerment of women, and a catalyst for economic independence, 

both domestically and globally (Kristof & WuDunn, 2009; Whitehouse, 2002; 

Young, 1997). Like many thinkers of the Global North, Nicolas D. Kristof and 

Sheryl WuDunn, authors of the popular New York Times bestseller Half the Sky, 

believe that education is inherently liberatory for women around the world, 

resulting in decreased poverty in developing countries as well as increased 

opportunities for women’s participation in economic and political spheres. 

Similarly, liberal feminists have historically promoted equal access to education as 

a fundamental argument in gaining equality with men (Gerson, 2002; Tong, 1998; 

Wollstonecraft, 1792; Grimke, 1837). Yet contemporary feminists, especially 

those who identify with third wave, transnational, and postcolonial approaches, 

trouble that idea by asking: What kind of education? And, education for whom?  

Such theorists critique the notion of the Westernization of education as a means to 

total equality and its “inherently” liberatory effects. Feminist scholars also 

recognize women’s disproportionate participation in higher education across 

“national, disciplinary, and institutional borders” (Morely & Lugg, 2009, p. 38), 

illustrating the politics surrounding the production and participation of knowledge 

building that primarily takes place by people in positions of privilege in the U.S. 

academy.  
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In this study, I utilize these theoretical frameworks to address hegemonic 

beliefs about the outcomes of women participating in higher education, 

specifically illustrating how women experience education in different classroom 

environments. In particular, I employ a framework offered by transnational 

feminist scholar, Chandra Talpade Mohanty (2003) who argues for an 

anticapitalist feminist critique of the U.S. academy. In doing so, I acknowledge 

how online education is directly related to the increasing corporatization of 

American social institutions. Since the majority of online learners are women and 

their educational needs may differ from students taking campus based courses, it is 

necessary to ask if women’s participation in online education will continue to be 

empowering and liberating as “traditional” modes of learning have claimed in the 

past. As more women enroll in distance education and participate in virtual 

classroom communities, it is critical to maintain a level of commitment to their 

needs, and to understand their experiences, the obstacles they face, and the impact 

this education has on them and their communities. Some of these concerns are 

explored here in the context of online education as an outcome of the increasingly 

corporatized institution that negatively impacts women more so than men. This 

research highlights the complexities of online education and problematizes the 

concept of education being simply liberatory for women. Below, I first focus on 

online education as a result of the increasing corporatization of the academy and 

the implications for women. Next, I explore the concept of feminist education and 

review characteristics of the traditional face-to-face feminist classroom and how 
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online education may complicate such praxis. Finally, I address feminist pedagogy 

and its potential promise for students and instructors in the online classroom.  

Online Education 

 Institutions promoting online education claim to reach a diverse 

demographic of students who might otherwise be unable to enroll in higher 

education. This has been a noteworthy goal of online education and speaks to its 

potential to increase accessibility, especially considering that despite the growing 

educational gains of marginalized groups in higher education, Mexican-American 

and Native-American students have the lowest enrollment rates on college 

campuses generally when compared to Asian-Americans, African-Americans, and 

Whites (American Council on Education, 2008). A major concern of online 

education is issues associated with access and opportunity based on inequalities of 

social class, race, and ethnicity. Curious about the reality of these concerns, 

William R. Doyle (2009) reviewed aspects of online courses in recent years. Doyle 

outlined previous expectations of the developing online student population where 

educators, who ascribed to the belief that online education would enhance access 

to higher education and decrease previous educational gaps, had claimed that 

online student demographics would vary greatly from students taking face-to-face 

courses. However, research illustrates that online students have similar 

demographics to their face-to-face peers (Doyle, 2009). This is especially true in 

terms of income level, race, and ethnicity. In fact, the most distinct differences for 

online students are age and independent status, meaning that students are 



  8 

economically independent of their parents (Doyle, 2009). The average age of the 

online student is 29 years old compared to the average age of 26 among all 

undergraduates.  Additionally, only 35 percent of online students are classified as 

“dependents,” compared to 65 percent of all undergraduates. Of the independent 

online students, approximately 58 percent of them have children. Furthermore, 

Doyle explains that women constitute 63 percent of students enrolled in online 

education, displaying how women similarly exceed men in online education as 

well as campus-based education (Mather & Adams, 2007). 

The demographics of online learners illustrate the importance of 

recognizing the concerns, experiences, and advancements of women in online 

education. Women are the most frequent users, but are dramatically 

underrepresented in the high-tech sectors responsible for producing and designing 

these educational packages. Also, women are not adequately represented at the 

administrative levels within the educational institutions that continue to offer these 

courses (Kramarae, 2001). A 2001 comprehensive report, “The Third Shift: 

Women Learning Online,” funded by the American Association of University 

Women and authored by Chris Kramarae, explains various social and economic 

factors that students consider when enrolling in online education. Over 500 

students, both women and men, were interviewed in the study.  The purpose of the 

report was to “remedy the lack of attention paid to women’s interests and 

involvement with online education” (Kramarae, 2001, p. 5). Findings explain how 

online education has indeed provided an alternative educational opportunity for 
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women, especially considering the ongoing demands in women’s lives between 

responsibilities at home and at work (Kramarae, 2001).  

Financial gain is typically a reason for a university’s increased emphasis in 

online education especially as they streamline budgets, and, in the case of public 

institutions, experience decreasing resources from state allocations, where 

accounting for the needs of women as both students and educators becomes a low 

priority. As part of the process to streamline and regulate costs, universities turn to 

corporate business models likely furthering the marginalization of women. George 

Ritzer’s book McDonaldization of Society (2008) illustrates the increasing 

corporatization of higher education and offers a foundational understanding about 

how this institutional shift has impacted women as users of online education. 

Ritzer’s theory is rooted in critical social theory attributed to scholars such as Karl 

Marx, Emile Durkheim, C. Wright Mills, and, mainly, Max Weber’s analysis of 

bureaucracy and the increasing rationalization process that he defined as the “iron 

cage” (Farganis, 2004, p. 92). Below, I focus on Ritzer’s concepts of efficiency, 

predictability, calculability, irrationality, and control that illustrate the increasing 

bureaucratization of online education within higher education. 

The first principle of “McDonaldization” is efficiency, which Ritzer (2008, 

p. 57) defines as, “choosing the optimum means to a given end.” He explains how 

in a McDonaldized society, people rely on practices previously discovered and 

institutionalized in various settings in order to obtain what they need more quickly 

with less effort. Higher education offers several examples of this type of 
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efficiency. For instance, Ritzer emphasizes efficiency in higher education by citing 

instructors’ increased usage of multiple choice exams and the use of exam 

questions from publisher test banks. Students are also benefitting from streamlined 

processes in higher education, Ritzer claims, by retrieving lecture notes from 

campus services and even purchasing term papers online for a minimal fee. Ritzer 

does not include an analysis of distance education, but other scholars have noted 

aspects of efficiency simply in the development and marketing of online education 

programs as making education more accessible with as few barriers as possible to 

obtain a college degree (Woudhuysen, 2002). However, Ritzer does discuss the 

implications of efficiency in education, arguing that an increase in efficiency 

would attract students as consumers of education, altering their traditional role as 

learners.  

To serve the needs of new “customers” in distance education programs, 

administrative positions and office spaces have been established on-site at 

universities. Distance education programs often cite the organizational structure 

and administrative responsibilities of the university’s “extended campus” 

department as a key component to success in maintaining profit and student 

satisfaction (Menchaca & Bekele, 2008; Weaver, 2008). Furthermore, these 

programs typically invest resources into researching and implementing new 

technologies within online education to “enhance” the experience for online users, 

again promoting customer satisfaction in addition to an investment of student 

learning outcomes (Middleton, 2010). Still, another aspect of efficiency has 
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emerged within higher education including the increased ease of transmitting 

materials like library documents and other resources through technology and 

electronic databases (Behr & Hayward, 2008). The ease and efficiency of digital 

technology has come with some problems, as authors Henig and Hess (2010) 

explain, where such diverse geographic or virtual locations make it difficult to 

control and regulate the use of educational materials for distance learners and their 

instructors.   

Ritzer (2008) also contends that predictability and calculability are 

necessary components of McDonaldization. Because online education is 

considered a cost-effective route to maximize profits, many instructors of online 

courses have fewer credentials than an instructor in a face-to-face classroom, thus 

decreasing instructor salaries and saving university money (Smith & Mitry, 2008). 

To ameliorate the number of less credentialed—and thus perceived as lower 

quality—instructors, distance education administrators have opted to produce 

cookie-cutter like courses, making variability in teaching styles minimal (Smith & 

Mitry, 2008). Because of the lack of flexibility in courses, the perceived amount of 

time and quality of teaching and engagement from both the instructor and student 

has become skewed. Despite a widely acceptable understanding that online courses 

seemingly require less attention and fewer faculty work hours than face-to-face 

courses, research shows that this understanding is unrealistic if educators are 

hoping to model “traditional” teaching practices and learner outcomes (Smith & 

Mitry, 2008). Instead, online education programs need to invest in and model 
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hiring and teaching practices similar to campus-based programs where instructors 

are given higher salaries and greater intellectual freedom to teach their classes.   

Finally, Ritzer describes the inevitable outcome of the McDonaldization 

theory as irrationality that includes characteristics of homogenization, 

dehumanization, and disenchantment as bureaucratization increases (Ritzer, 2008). 

Marketing of online education caters to a specific type of “alternative” student, 

claiming to increase access and availability to a broader audience (Kramerae, 

2001). In doing so, this serves to homogenize the online student population, 

making the intricacies of their arrival to this alternative course of education 

invisible or, at times, illustrating how students’ lives can be “saved” by this 

alternative route of education upholding ideologies of patriarchal, hegemonic 

education that serves to disempower students. Within a corporate climate, students, 

whether online or site-based, claim to be recognizable only as a student number or 

potential profit, especially as tuition costs continue to exponentially increase 

(Daniel, Kanwar, & Uvalic-Trumbic, 2009).  

The issue of disenchantment is of particular concern to both instructors and 

students of online courses and speaks to Ritzer’s concept of control by nonhuman 

technology as a component of Mcdonaldization. Online educators attempt to 

manipulate technology for educational purposes, but some instructors often use the 

concepts of disembodiment and disenchantment as key arguments when opposing 

online education (Staley, 2011). Moreover, the association between control and 

manipulation of technology cannot be addressed without acknowledging the 
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gendered discourse and understandings of technology itself. Although technology 

is considered “nonhuman,” it reflects masculine characteristics; therefore, 

technology used to implement online education has become another form of what 

Sandra Bem (1993) calls “institutionalized androcentrism” (p.195). Instructors 

typically conflicted about teaching online classes are concerned about the ability to 

effectively communicate with students, the lack of community building necessary 

for substantive discussion, or the loss of theatrics associated with energy, 

enthusiasm, and the embodiment of teaching. Educators employing feminist 

teaching practices in their classrooms have also voiced concerns about 

participating in online education for the above-mentioned reasons, but the 

androcentrism of technology compounds their apprehension (Chick & Hassel, 

2009; Whitehouse, 2002; Rose, 1995).  

Also associated with the trepidation of educators willing to participate in 

online education, faculty members are inundated with ramifications of financial 

concerns touted by the university. In the effort to retain “customers,” establishing 

an alternative financial structure independent of state funding has been a common 

goal for universities as they develop online education programs (Garn, 2009). 

Caroline Hodges Persell (2002) questions the understandings of higher education 

as a social institution and the current for-profit industry commercialization 

fostered with the advancement of online programs. Persell claims that efforts to 

maximize profits in higher education through technology will dramatically alter 

the mission of higher education, predominantly aspects of “creating new 
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knowledge, teaching and learning, and service” (p. 72). Persell’s critique of the 

tensions between higher education and technology addresses “competing 

conceptions of knowledge,” the “modes of delivering and distributing knowledge, 

struggles over learning and its assessment, and shifting faculty roles” (p. 73). 

These problems associated with learning and assessment and shifting faculty roles 

are reviewed below. 

Persell describes how “assessment” and “accountability” have become 

concerns especially as the use of technology has expanded in education (p. 78). 

These concerns are directly related to the aspect of “quality control” that Ritzer 

(2008) discusses as part of the McDonaldization process.  Because of the rapid 

increase in online courses, Persell argues that the educational quality could 

potentially be compromised for the “educational consumer” (p. 79).  She explains 

how few studies offer detailed uses of technology and the intended, or unintended, 

consequences of that usage (Persell, 2002). Furthermore, Persell discusses how 

these studies should include a consideration of how online education impacts 

different types of students. Additionally, Persell acknowledges how online 

education has and will continue to impact faculty within higher education. She 

points to the current tendency to “unbundle the faculty role” (p. 79) with various 

specialists operating together to produce online curricular materials. This is an 

adjustment from traditional faculty roles where they would be responsible for all 

education materials. Persell claims, “such tendencies might result in the 

‘deskilling’ of much of the faculty work-force” (p.79) that could lead to the 
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contestation of faculty professional expertise. Other consequences of these 

changing faculty roles, Persell concludes, are decreasing control over intellectual 

property and creativity in the classroom, instructor anonymity from students and 

administrators, and an overall decrease in faculty power as the “unbundling” of 

roles persists.   

The changing institution and increase of online education brings forth 

concerns about pedagogical implications and about which individuals are in 

positions of power to implement new goals in response to such an institutional 

shift. The tensions that Persell describes guide an understanding of online 

education that appears to exploit women as producers (instructors) and consumers 

(students). These outcomes disproportionately impact women considering they are 

the main consumers of online education, they make up the majority of adjunct 

instructors teaching online courses (Bonk & Kim, 2005), and women account for a 

small portion of leadership positions in charge of developing these programs 

(Kramarae, 2001). Socialist feminist scholars offer a framework for understanding 

these roles in online education that is mostly absent in the literature. 

Marx examined the exploitation of the common worker in a society of 

production capitalism, and Nancy Hartstock (1983, p. 294) extended his argument 

claiming that a feminist standpoint emerged quite similarly to a Marxist proletariat 

standpoint through an “examination of women’s activities” associated with the 

“sexual division of labor.” A division within the structure of the online education 

system similarly exists that places women, who are the majority of online teachers 
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and students, in the position of exploited workers and consumers. This is even 

further complicated by the fact that women continue to participate in their 

everyday gendered activities outside of education as well as the distinct racialized 

experiences faced by women of color. For women students particularly, juggling 

work and family life alongside demands for further schooling through distance 

education programs has been termed the “third shift” (Kramarae, 2001, p. 29), 

harkening back to Arlie Russell Hochschild’s metaphor of women’s work in the 

home as their “second shift.” Clearly, women are stakeholders as students and 

educators in the growth of online education, illustrating the significance of 

understanding how women’s studies and feminist scholars need to respond to such 

changes in academia. 

Marxist and socialist feminist theorists have undoubtedly contributed to an 

understanding of inequality and discrimination in terms of gender and its relation 

to class and patriarchy. Nevertheless, Chandra Talpade Mohanty (2003) pushes the 

analysis of education that includes a nuanced version of how the academy has 

historically been a place for feminist struggle and how current feminist educators 

should challenge the U.S. corporate academy with anticapitalist critiques, 

including specific ways that women of color are implicated. Mohanty expresses 

concern about the connections between globalization of capitalism and the 

increasing corporatization of the academy that has resulted in a privatized, profit 

directed institution influencing the restructuring of universities, exploitative labor 

practices, and a commodified education. Mohanty’s critique rests on her broader 
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analysis about women of color workers on a global scale, where the U.S. academy 

acts as one site where women of color have faced severe barriers to advancement 

within the institution and comprise a “permanent underclass in higher education” 

(p. 179). Additionally, Mohanty raises concern over the ongoing relationships 

between university and corporate alliances, claiming that such partnerships evoke 

ethical questions about the privatized university linking creation of knowledge and 

creation of wealth (profit). Furthermore, she points out that the increase in a 

privatized university results in receiving fewer government funds, putting 

governments in better positions to sustain other public institutions. Mohanty 

(2003) cites an example of this, explaining how “[p]rivatization of higher 

education results in the State of California allotting 18 percent of its budget to 

prisons, and only 1 percent to education” (p. 182). Finally, Mohanty refers to 

distance education as a form of commodification generating powerful changes in 

intellectual labor. She explains how distance education changes the “focus from 

the actors in the educational process to the products of education labor” (p. 180). 

The products can then be marketed and delivered to the consumer making 

“pedagogy as we know it [...] obsolete” (p. 180). Understanding the role of the 

U.S. economy and its effects on education within the academy, as Mohanty argues, 

necessitates an anticapitalist feminist critique to “connect our pedagogical and 

curricular initiatives to larger institutional and administrative concerns of the 

corporate university” (p. 186).  



  18 

An anticapitalist feminist critique, like Mohanty suggests, resonates with 

the historical emergence of the discipline of women’s studies in higher education 

where a strategy for questioning traditional curricula and creating an academic 

space on which to focus and help improve the status of women in society was 

employed. Adopting an anticapitalist feminist critique may exacerbate other types 

of apprehension among feminist educators wanting to participate in online 

education, as mentioned previously. This, perhaps, creates discomfort among 

faculty by aligning their politically embedded teaching philosophies and practices 

with a promotion of bureaucracy and corporatization through the very act of 

teaching online. Furthermore, the type of education students are receiving in 

universities, whether face-to-face or online, often reflects elements of inequality 

and exploitation experienced under capitalism generally, thus diffusing the concept 

of education as inherently liberatory for many students but particularly women. 

Considering how women’s studies teachers and students continue to be necessary 

players in resisting and reconceptualizing current models of education, the 

following section will turn to a review of feminist education and teaching practices 

and its transformative influence for students.   

Feminist Education 

Although education has provided women opportunity and advancement 

towards gender equality, it is important to understand the practices of education 

and be critical about such social institutions that are part of everyday experiences. 

Such a critique originally sparked controversy within academia as feminists 
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evaluated aspects of “traditional” education and carved out their own space in the 

academy during the 1960s and 1970s. Women’s studies has continued to be an 

area for feminist research in addition to educating college students about feminist 

discourse.  Moreover, women’s studies has promoted pedagogies that teach critical 

thinking, social awareness and understanding, and activism for social change. The 

characteristics of feminist pedagogy are significant in that research demonstrated 

the ways students are positively impacted by classes in women’s studies and tend 

to retain a feminist identity after being introduced to concepts at the introductory 

level (Stake, Sevelius, & Hanly, 2008; Stake, 2006). Given the growth in online 

education, it is critical to redefine feminist pedagogy in the online classroom. An 

overview of feminist pedagogy will be explored in this chapter by highlighting its 

specific characteristics, potential effects on students, and how feminist teaching 

philosophies and practices may prove difficult to mirror in the online classroom. 

Feminist pedagogy often relies on collaborative learning and the 

participant’s construction of knowledge (Weiler, 1994). Additionally, the feminist 

classroom is an outlet for creating social change. For many instructors in women’s 

studies, teaching is a form of activism that exposes students to the realities of 

sexism and other forms of oppression with hopes that they will take part in the 

process of eliminating that oppression (Love & Helmbrecht, 2007). This aspect of 

social justice activism is valuable for both instructors and students. Anita Tejirena 

Revilla (2004) describes learning through social justice activism with Chicana 

students at UCLA as “Muxerista Pedagogy,” which involves “dialogue, praxis 
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(theory and action), and dialectical exchange between participants” (p. 83). 

Revilla’s research highlights how marginalized or disadvantaged students 

experience discrimination and inequality within the institution of education. 

Revilla explains how using a “Muxerista Pedagogy” invites students to engage in a 

process of “self-discovery and social consciousness” (p. 80) that transpires into 

student activism and necessary coalition building to interrupt such oppressive 

practices. It is important to assess whether or not these feminist pedagogical 

approaches that have such positive effects on students both personally, and in their 

communities, are applicable and attainable in any online classroom, but especially 

in the online women’s studies classroom.  

In 1998, Hoffman and Stake conducted an empirical analysis of women’s 

studies pedagogy, identifying four major components of feminist praxis from a 

sample of 115 instructors. In hopes of supporting various theorists of the feminist 

classroom, Hoffman and Stake set out to draw empirical results that ultimately 

validated the following four components of feminist pedagogy: participatory 

learning, personal experience, social understanding/activism, and critical 

thinking/open-mindedness. Below, these characteristics of feminist pedagogy are 

explored as a foundation for understanding teaching philosophies in women’s 

studies in both face-to-face and online classrooms.   

The liberatory educational movement attributed to Paulo Freire influenced 

characteristics of feminist pedagogy. Freire’s education model involves a critical 

philosophy with active participatory learning and what he termed 
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“conscientization,” where the focus is on exposing social and political 

contradictions and taking action against oppression (hooks, 1994). Freire’s concept 

of “conscientization” resembles the theoretical concept offered by radical 

feminism that “the personal is political,” or the idea that personal aspects and 

problems in women’s lives are broader social patterns connected to institutional 

oppression. Although there are similarities between Freire’s model of education 

and feminist pedagogy, it is not surprising that the discipline of women’s studies 

emerged with teaching philosophies grounded in critical thinking. Like Freire’s 

liberatory education model, a women’s studies education includes a similar form 

of consciousness-raising in the classroom with the assumption that a feminist 

education can be used to change women, thus changing the world. 

While the characteristics of women’s studies classrooms may have roots in 

the liberatory educational movement, there have been attempts explaining the 

different qualities feminist pedagogy offers in comparison to Freire’s model 

(hooks, 1994). Specifically, feminist theorists have challenged Freire’s use of 

“universal truths,” the absence of his self-examination of privilege, and his use of 

sexist language (Weiler, 1994; hooks, 1994; Maher, 1987). In addition, Freire’s 

pedagogy for liberation did not include the acknowledgment of multiple forms of 

oppression. Women of color offered a similar critique to the feminist movement in 

the 1980s, calling for recognition of intersecting forms of oppression (Weiler, 

1994). Frances A. Maher (1987) suggests in her work that feminist pedagogy 

includes the two approaches of education, one being the “liberatory model” and 
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the other is what she calls the “gender model” (p. 92). She explains how the 

liberatory model is like many Marxist analyses of oppression in that it excludes 

gender as a significant category of analysis, but the gender model alone does not 

account for the extent of oppression that is shaped through women’s experiences.  

“Taken together,” Maher (1987, p. 92) explains, “they give feminist pedagogy a 

rich conceptual framework on which to draw.” Maher’s work brings together the 

liberatory model and the gender model by incorporating characteristics of feminist 

standpoint theory as a framework for teaching students about feminism. 

Standpoint theory promotes female experiences as an “achievement of both 

analysis and political struggle occurring in a particular historical space” (Hartstock 

1983, p. 303). Nonetheless, Hartstock’s standpoint theory can be limiting in that it 

only focuses on the solidarity and commonalities of women’s experiences as a way 

of understanding oppression. Although standpoint epistemology is reflected in the 

work of Chandra Talpade Mohanty (1993) and other contemporary theorists like 

Susan Sanchez-Casal and Amie A. MacDonald (2002), they argue for an updated 

theory of pedagogy that employs a postpositivist realist theoretical framework that 

historicizes student’s standpoint in order to explain the meanings of difference in 

the classroom and forgo the essentialist tendencies of Hartstock’s standpoint 

theory. Their approach also broadens the scope of feminist pedagogy to include 

race, sexuality, class, and nation with gender when discussing difference. When 

Hartstock (1983) explained feminist standpoint theory she recognized the 

limitations the theory contains for women of color and lesbians who do not 
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identify with the “shared experiences” she suggests about women. Her words 

invite critique and act as a springboard for the development of identity politics 

within feminism and therefore feminist pedagogy.  

The presence of identity politics in feminist discourse has provided a useful 

foundation for teaching students about feminism and achieving the “personal 

experience” characteristic of feminist pedagogy in the classroom, as noted earlier 

in the Hoffman and Stake study (1998). Feminist educators understand personal 

experiences of students as legitimate sources of knowledge that confirm and 

provide perspective in course topics. Therefore, intersectionality is especially 

important in the feminist classroom where instructors are inviting students to be 

self-reflexive about their own social location, while also providing an opportunity 

to learn from others’ experiences. These concepts of identity politics and 

intersectionality surfaced in the 1980s during a pivotal time in the women’s 

liberation movement when women of color analyzed and critiqued feminism for its 

racist tendencies. The critique of white feminism developed the theoretical base 

for identity politics and an acknowledgment of intersecting systems of oppression. 

The work of feminist theorists has revealed the limitations of a feminism of 

“sameness,” or “whiteness,” and offers solutions to understanding and celebrating 

difference in order to “seek new ways of being in the world” (Lorde, 1984, p. 111). 

Throughout her essays, Audre Lorde (1984) identifies examples of how the 

absence of acknowledging racism and other forms of oppression has been 

detrimental to both white women and black women working toward ending 
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oppression. Lorde writes, “as a tool of social control, women have been 

encouraged to recognize only one area of human difference as legitimate […] 

women and men” (p. 122). The result of dualistic ideologies of both gender and 

race promoted within society arguably caused (white) women to not recognize race 

as a difference among women or how women of color have different experiences 

and needs in the liberation movement (Lorde, 1984). Refusing to address such 

differences is detrimental to developing a feminist classroom that seeks to inspire 

students to help end all forms of oppression.  

Although identity politics have been useful in the feminist movement and 

in the women’s studies classroom, the concept of identity itself has faced 

interrogation from poststructural theorists. Poststructural theory understands 

identity as a socially constructed phenomenon, reflected in historically discursive 

relations and social practices while also “discounting the possibility of objective 

knowledge” (Moya, 2000, p. 6). This understanding, despite avoiding essentialist 

problems reflected in traditional standpoint theory, is often viewed precariously 

because of the inability to organize for social change under a guise of solidarity. 

Therefore, neither standpoint theory nor poststructural theory helps constitute a 

learning environment where identity is fostered through the understandings of 

individual personal experience in the context of relational systems of privilege and 

oppression with the goal of students aligning themselves with the political 

ideologies to further feminism’s social justice work. 
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Sanchez-Casal and MacDonald (2002) have stressed a “postpositivist 

realist” (p. 1) theoretical approach to teaching the feminist classroom that disrupts 

common pedagogical practices reinforcing fixed assumptions about student 

identities as “stable, homogenous, and deterministic” (p. 1). Instead, as Paula M. 

L. Moya (2000) explains, a postpositivist realist acknowledges identity as 

“politically and epistemologically significant, on the one hand, and variable, 

nonessential, and radically historical, on the other” (p.12). Mohanty also (2003) 

argues that in this context of postpositivist realist theory, feminist pedagogies can 

be constructed that link a “historical materialist understanding of social location to 

the theorization of epistemic privilege and the construction of social identity, thus 

suggesting the complexities of the narratives of marginalized peoples in terms of 

relationality rather than of separation” (p. 244). Mohanty recognizes the problems 

connected to essentialist notions of identity and how such concerns can immobilize 

social justice work being done in the classroom.  Instead, the postpositivist realist 

framework emphasizes how our identities are connected, rather than one particular 

aspect of identity used as a basis for alliance. Additionally, educators that ascribe 

to a pedagogy that utilizes the postpositivist realist paradigm understand identity as 

both real and socially constructed, a medium between essentialist and postmodern 

ideas of identity. 

Because there is very little research on feminist praxis of online teaching in 

women’s studies, it is difficult to assess the incorporation of identity politics and 

understand how intersectionality is addressed in the virtual classroom.  Promoting 
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an understanding of the fluidity and ambiguity of identities may challenge 

instructors of online women’s studies classes, where relationship and 

communication dynamics are different than face-to-face classrooms. In the face-

to-face classroom, instructors often utilize standpoint theory when encouraging 

students to scrutinize their own life experiences, inviting conversation about 

difference, privilege, and inequality (MacDonald, 2002). The invitation for 

students to share their lived experiences creates understanding about systems of 

oppression through personal testimony, which are prime examples of “subjugated 

knowledge” (MacDonald, 2002, p. 116). Patricia Hill Collins (2000) argues that all 

knowledge claims exist within a knowledge validating process, speaking to the 

process of sharing experiences in the classroom space. The act of sharing 

experiences and discussing difference gives the teacher the ability to “uphold 

identity as a crucial factor in the production of knowledge” (Sanchez-Casal & 

MacDonald, 2002, p. 11).  

The online classroom poses a challenge to understanding difference with 

the invisibility of visual identity markers in the virtual community. To overcome 

this barrier, online women’s studies instructors Nancy Chick and Holly Hassel 

(2009) require students to create a “home page” that provides a picture of 

themselves and information about their lives leading up to taking the class. They 

argue that the inclusion of this information evokes resistance to the normalization 

of identities from classmates “under the invisible assumption of whiteness, 

maleness, and other identities that may be challenged online” (p. 199). Disrupting 
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students’ current and hegemonic ideologies is especially important in terms of race 

and ethnicity in the women’s studies classroom and needs to remain a critical 

element in the online classroom.   

The type of pedagogy that women’s studies offers seeks to transform 

students and interrupt the status quo, including hegemonic assumptions of identity. 

Using a transformative, feminist pedagogy there is potential to disrupt students’ 

current identity beliefs, and provide students an opportunity to formulate opinions 

outside of established norms or mainstream expectations (Harrell-Levy & 

Kerpelman, 2010). Similarly, C. Alejandra Elenes (2001) argues that 

transformative pedagogy taking place in the feminist classroom presents an 

“alternative vision of society, culture, and education” (p. 691). She adds that 

although such consciousness-raising can be difficult for students unwilling to be 

“liberated,” ultimately there is potential to undo the ideologies of “dualistic 

thinking” with approaches that incorporate the construction of multiple identity 

markers. This framework of “border/transformative pedagogy” (Elenes, 2001, p. 

691) is especially important in women’s studies classrooms that frequently 

privilege understandings of gender oppression over other forms of difference. As 

mentioned previously, by incorporating a postpositivist realist approach in the 

classroom, students are encouraged to acknowledge their own epistemic 

perspectives as legitimate forms of knowledge in relation to one another, which 

speaks to Elenes’ concerns about students who may be in positions of privilege 

and are more apprehensive to changing their ideologies. This type of 
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transformative pedagogy aligns with the pedagogical aim of the feminist 

classroom that seeks to promote social understanding, while at the same time 

empowering students to make change by participating in activism.   

Students participating in face-to-face classes that specifically employ 

feminist pedagogy typically express feelings of empowerment as a result of taking 

women’s studies courses (Stake, Sevelius, & Hanly, 2008; Stake, 2006). Many 

articles pertaining to the topic of face-to-face women’s studies courses consist of 

instructors’ descriptions of assignments and subjective impressions of their 

effectiveness (e.g. Copp & Kleinman, 2008). Furthermore, the studies that do exist 

have also produced conflicting results. For instance, in her review of the literature, 

Macalister found that while some women’s studies students experienced 

improvements in self-esteem as a function of taking a class, others reported 

decreased self-esteem. Lee (1993) found that the knowledge imparted in her 

introductory women’s studies class enhanced confidence and feelings of 

empowerment according to excerpts from student assignments. Stake (2006) 

reviewed the empirical literature, concluding that women’s studies classes 

increased awareness of sexism and other social inequities and produced more 

egalitarian attitudes toward women and other oppressed groups. In their own 

subsequent empirical evaluation of women’s studies classes, Stake, Sevelius, and 

Hanley (2008) found support for Lee’s (1993) contention that students experience 

an increased sense of empowerment. Stake et al. also found that women’s studies 

students developed an awareness and ability to think critically about societal 
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patterns and inequalities. Of the studies that have empirically investigated the 

impact of women’s studies classes, most have evaluated introductory survey 

classes and/or assessed rather general constructs such as feelings of empowerment, 

feminist identity, and self-esteem using survey instruments, student assignments, 

or through instructor observations.  

Additionally, the women’s studies classroom offers emotional responses, 

relationship building, empathy towards individuals who have experiences of 

discrimination, and awareness and exposure of inequalities for those who are in 

positions of privilege. Feminist education focuses on the development and 

engagement of the mind, but the “traditional” women’s studies classroom tends to 

offer more (hooks, 1994). Connected to visibility of identity markers are aspects of 

embodiment of teaching, which has been a significant feature of feminist 

pedagogy that not only serves to illustrate identity and difference in the classroom, 

but to also destabilize dualisms within traditional education commonly recognized 

between the mind/body, object/subject, and public/private spheres (Radulescu & 

Stadter Fox, 2005). The absence of personal interaction and face-to-face contact in 

the online classroom tends to diminish the importance of the body and the 

memories and emotions connected to the classroom experience (Kelly, 2008). 

Online women’s studies instructors who acknowledge the traditional notions of 

embodiment in the face-to-face classroom face contradictions in their pedagogical 

methods by teaching in this virtual environment. With the absence of bodies and, 

arguably, emotions in the online classroom, we must ask if an online women’s 
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studies course is currently, or has the potential to be, as transformative for students 

as face-to-face courses have proven to be.  

Although more research is needed that specifically incorporates best 

practices of feminist pedagogy for online women’s studies classes in order to tease 

apart the opportunities and success of student learning about difference and 

identity, scholars have interrogated this aspect of disembodiment in the context of 

cyberfeminism. As Jesse Daniels (2009, p. 110) notes, “to escape race and gender 

visibility rests on the assumption of an exclusively text-based online world that 

belies the reality of digital video and photographic technologies, such as webcams 

(and image-sharing sites, among them Flickr and YouTube), which make images 

of bodies a quotidian part of the gendered, and racialized, online world.” It might 

be in the best interest of the online women’s studies instructor to use such 

technologies in the virtual classroom to engage students to think more deeply 

about aspects of identity and difference. Providing the counter-hegemonic tools to 

students is essential for critical thinking, the final component of feminist pedagogy 

pointed out by Hoffman and Stake (1998). Online classrooms have the potential to 

incorporate elements of popular culture and new Internet media to engage students 

with feminism in ways never before possible. Furthermore, as women’s studies 

instructors, we need to ask how we can subvert normative practices of online 

teaching and learning environments so that we align our online classrooms with 

feminist pedagogical practices that contain messages of social justice, equality, 

and a model of education that does not rely on exploitative practices.   
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Feminist Pedagogy and its Promise in Online Classrooms 

With the increasing use of web-based courses in education, it is important 

to review pedagogical practices in various disciplines that do not necessarily claim 

to apply a feminist approach in order to understand the possible relationship 

between empowerment and online education outside the discipline of women’s 

studies. Empowered students and instructors disrupt traditional education practices 

that often replicate the “banking model” (Freire, 1970) of education, where 

instructors deposit information into the minds of students who are then asked to 

passively “receive, memorize, and repeat” (p. 58). Moreover, empowerment 

remains a key objective in a feminist education, significant for both students and 

instructors, in that it fosters a liberatory educational experience providing the 

ability for individuals to contribute to systemic structural change. This becomes 

increasingly critical while contradictory visions of the meanings of democratic 

education exist in an environment that prioritizes the privatization and 

corporatization of the U.S. academy that limits resources and participation of 

various social groups making for an unjust, hierarchal system that is no longer 

autonomous from the state and the capitalistic market. In the section below, 

examples of liberatory pedagogy in online classrooms among various fields are 

reviewed. This review adds to the discussion about why it is significant for 

feminist scholars to contribute to the development of online education, to 

understand the potential impacts feminist pedagogy can have in the virtual 

classroom, and to identify ways that we can continue to impact our students in 



  32 

order to ultimately create structural change. Each example illustrates themes of 

student empowerment and agency in addition to reflecting on the concerns and 

gains of the instructors. 

Jeffrey D. Sadow (2006), a professor in political science at Louisiana State 

University, conducted a study to assess the relationship between empowerment of 

students in an online classroom and political efficacy. Sadow claims that the power 

dynamics are different in an online classroom where learning is much more 

student-centered as opposed to the traditional classroom that typically elevates 

power and authority to the instructor.  Several feminist scholars that seek to 

differentiate their pedagogical approaches in the women’s studies classrooms from 

other disciplines have highlighted this point already. However, the discussion of 

how to implement this in an online classroom is minimal. It is possible, however, 

as Sadow points out, that the structure of online learning changes the power 

dynamic without the intention of applying feminist pedagogical approaches. He 

argues that this alternative power structure and ability for students to negotiate 

class time and assignment requirements on their own time will lead to 

empowerment and therefore a stronger sense of political efficacy. Sadow’s results 

indicated that there was an association between high levels of empowerment and 

political efficacy for students who were enrolled in their first online class more so 

than students who had previously taken multiple online classes. The study did not 

include any demographic variables in the analysis such as gender, race, or 

sexuality, but Sadow reiterates how more research is warranted in this area 
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regarding effects of online education and student empowerment. His study may 

have benefitted from an analysis of community learning versus independent 

learning and the effects each style may have on empowering students enrolled in 

an online course.  

Similarly, a study by psychologists Donata Francescato, Andrea Solimeno, 

Minou Ella Mebane, and Manuela Tomai (2009), focused on political 

empowerment as a result of online psychology seminars.  They concluded that 

both online and face-to-face seminars were effective pedagogical tools for 

presenting the course material that led to increased levels of sociopolitical 

empowerment. Course content focused on the principles of community 

psychology, defined as “the interaction between personal, relational, and collective 

well-being” (Francesato et al., 2009, p.889). The authors also highlighted that the 

outcome of increased sociopolitical empowerment could have been a result of 

students’ actual involvement in a community evaluation that was part of the 

seminar requirements. This inclusion of activism or service learning projects 

supports the previously mentioned discussion about feminist pedagogy, activism, 

and its empowering effects on students. Additionally, the research participants 

were predominantly women, indicating support for the impact of this type of 

education and women’s increased levels of empowerment. 

Reflective journaling in online nursing courses has also proven to be an 

effective pedagogical tool for empowering students. Instructors and research 

coordinators at Eastern Carolina University College of Nursing in North Carolina, 
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Malinda E. Langley and Sylvia T. Brown (2010), point out how reflective learning 

journals are useful strategies in their online courses, which corresponds to 

scholarship about the success of journaling in traditional classrooms (Ryan, 2006; 

K. J. Ryan, 2006). More than 80 percent of students (n=32) strongly agreed that 

the reflective learning journal assignment enhanced their self-confidence and 

provided personal meaning while learning about course content in the online 

classroom. Outcomes of their research indicated that students who participated in 

the reflective learning journal assignment were able to develop more fully as 

ethical and well-rounded practitioners, despite the virtual venue for their education 

(Langley & Brown, 2010). Unsurprisingly, since nursing is a female dominated 

occupation, 96 percent of student participants were women, which again supports 

the relationship between women, education, and empowerment. 

The use of reflective journaling is similarly used in courses with a feminist 

pedagogical framework to reveal how personal experiences fit into the larger 

structure of social institutions and inequalities.  Lindsay Perez Huber (2009) uses 

“testimonios” from students for grounded theory purposes in her research. In her 

work, she argues that testimonios can be used as tools to “understand how social 

institutions mediate the experiences of undocumented and U.S. born Chicana 

college students” (p. 640).  Although her article primarily focuses on the benefits 

of alternative methodologies, perspective can be gained from her argument. 

Building and developing new ways of teaching and thinking in the online 

classroom, encouraging us to contemplate education in alternative ways, can lead 



  35 

to a “more complete understanding of People of Color [sic] within and beyond 

educational institutions” (Huber, 2009, p. 640).   

Scholarship on feminist pedagogy often stresses the liberating effect on 

teachers in addition to students. Although not defined as liberatory or feminist 

pedagogy, Barbara Singer (2008) of St. John’s University explains how the 

increasing occurrence of instructors teaching online courses has created 

empowerment and community among educators as they undergo professional 

development programs that encourage them to share their teaching experiences 

and practices in online courses. Singer’s article ultimately provides a teaching 

model for online courses that was constructed as a result of colleague 

collaboration.  Singer (2008) explains how “online teachers participated in a 

community of practice, where they provided each other with support and 

suggestions for their teaching” (p. 215). This supportive environment illustrates 

how a “camaraderie developed within the college” (p.215) and how this has 

provoked other faculty members to get involved.  

At many universities a majority of disciplines, like the ones illustrated in 

previous paragraphs, have begun offering several courses online; women’s studies 

has been no exception and throughout the U.S. more programs are following suit 

and increasing online course offerings (Freehling-Burton & Shaw, 2010). While 

the literature suggests that online education can have a substantial impact on 

students’ feelings of empowerment, it is especially important to consider how this 

can take place in an online women’s studies course that typically promotes student 
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empowerment and agency as a course objective. Therefore, questions about the 

implementation of feminist pedagogy in online courses can either uphold 

outcomes of student empowerment or possibly reframe traditional notions of 

student empowerment in the context of feminism. 

In 1996, Kelly Coate Bignell interviewed 11 women’s studies students in 

the UK in order to elicit any gaps between feminist pedagogical theory and its 

practice. Predominantly, her results described the ways in which student 

expectations of power and authority were disrupted in the women’s studies 

classroom. Additional results indicated students feeling empowered after having 

taken the classes and validation from their personal experiences. Still, like Coate 

Bignell’s study and the previously mentioned studies, they are limited to a live, on 

campus classroom. Current research that addresses online education and the 

discipline of women’s studies explains how the growth in online education needs a 

critical response from feminist teachers and scholars to translate the pedagogical 

practices of feminism into the virtual classroom (Chick & Hassel, 2009). 

Furthermore, feminist educators need to respond by giving students a voice in 

academic discourse especially as partnerships evolve between online education 

and women’s studies courses. As Coate Bignell (1996) argues, it is imperative to 

include the experiences and perceptions of our teaching practices from the 

perspectives of our students in order to reveal any gaps or shortcomings in our 

praxis. Previous assessments of student outcomes in women’s studies are valuable, 

but minimally offer qualitative research based on the experiences told by students 
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themselves and little to no research has addressed aspects of the online women’s 

studies classroom. 

Bell hooks (1994) argues that significant elements of feminist pedagogy 

involve emotional responses and relationship building, which become a 

challenging task for instructors to incorporate into online women’s studies courses. 

This was one of the original arguments against online women’s studies courses 

(Whitehouse, 2002) and was addressed in the previous section about instructor 

apprehension towards participating this educational realm. Just as Mohanty (2003) 

encourages feminist educators to critique and remain engaged with institutional 

practices surmounting in academia, Chick and Hassel (2009) point out, if the 

principles of feminist pedagogy can revise traditional classroom spaces and modes 

of learning in the face-to-face classroom, there is great potential in applying the 

same theoretical approaches in the online classroom. 

 Initial reactions from women’s studies instructors regarding online 

education were mostly negative, claiming that the online classroom is antithetical 

to the ideal feminist classroom (Chick & Hassel, 2009), that technology was a 

male domain, and that discussion-based classrooms honoring personal experience 

were too difficult to implement online (Whitehouse, 2002). However, Pamela 

Whitehouse (2002) argues that technology in the women’s studies classroom can 

be effective at empowering students if appropriate feminist pedagogy drives the 

learning environment. Her article was informed by her experiences teaching hybrid 

courses, where one class session meets in person and the rest take place online. 
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Other instructors of women’s studies have expressed difficulties in maintaining 

feminist pedagogy in the online classroom, but again, these courses were not 

completely online and included a hybrid component (Pramaggiore, 1999; Rose, 

1995). A more recent article from Chick and Hassel (2009) explain how the 

foundations of feminist pedagogy should continue to drive the online classroom, 

not the technology. They provide recommendations for implementing feminist 

pedagogy in the virtual classroom based on their own teaching experiences of 

online courses that would enhance levels of student empowerment and potentially 

address identity politics as well.   

As discussed, although a focus on identity politics in the face-to-face 

classrooms has shown to be a great tool for understanding systems of oppression, 

identity and experience need to be understood as “historical, contingent, and the 

result of interpretation” in order to “democratize knowledge production” (Sanchez-

Casal & MacDonald, 2002, p. 3). In other words, students need to understand 

relationships between location, experience, and identity in the process of feminist 

knowledge production in order to avoid being silenced and to create positive 

learning communities. As previously mentioned, in their experience teaching 

online women’s studies courses, Chick and Hassel (2009) describe their use of 

“student home pages” (p.198) in the online classroom that includes a personal 

photo of the student or something that represents who they are. Students are also 

required to include a personal description of themselves titled, “About Me,” that 

goes beyond the typical online course introduction where students list their name, 
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major, and occupation. Chick and Hassel explain how this feature of the online 

feminist classroom builds stronger community, allows for instructors to use 

examples when teaching relative to students’ lives, and highlights similarities and 

difference in the online classroom. Such best practices for the online women’s 

studies classroom are starting to surface in the literature and are helpful in 

rethinking the ways that feminist pedagogy can operate in this non-traditional 

teaching environment.  

Educators Kathleen Torrens and Jeanette E. Riley (2009) who teach 

exclusively online for the Women’s Studies program at University of 

Massachusetts Dartmouth have developed a careful practice of “cyberfeminist 

pedagogy”  (p. 214). They outline their understandings of traditional feminist 

pedagogy and how many instructors have felt conflicted with their desire to 

employ a feminist pedagogy in the classroom and the institutional model that 

creates an educational format predicated on instructor power and authority over 

students. Developing a cyberfeminist pedagogy in the online women’s studies 

classroom, Torrens and Riley argue, destabilizes patriarchal, hegemonic teaching 

in higher education. Throughout their chapter, Torrens and Riley provide an 

overview of pedagogical tools used in their classrooms, similarly addressing 

concepts of identity and difference, community building, and the use of writing 

and group activism projects. By the end of the term, Torrens and Riley claim 

students “foster knowledge, voice, cooperation, reflection, and autonomy—all 

central goals of our feminist pedagogy” (p. 232).  
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While much of this section has reviewed the characteristics of a feminist 

pedagogy in the online classroom that focuses on empowerment, identity, and 

community building, significant aspects of these elements also involve the 

possibility for personal transformation and structural change. Love and 

Helmbretch (2007) argue, “[f]eminism should be more than an identity label.  It 

must do. It must signify action” (p. 44). This statement echoes voices of other 

feminist teachers who describe social action as a way to foster a sense of agency, 

connect ideas to action, and to keep feminism alive (Kimmel, 1999). With the 

increasing implementation of technology, women’s studies instructors need to be 

able to reflect the same methods of teaching and inspiring students to “do” and to 

“act” on behalf of feminism. As Rory Dicker and Alison Piepmeier (2003), editors 

of the collection Catching a Wave: Reclaiming Feminism for the 21st Century, 

argue, “we need a feminism that is dedicated to radical, transformative political 

vision” and one of which “utilizes the new technologies of the internet” (p. 5).   

Dicker and Piepmeier’s stance resembles characteristics of second wave, 

radical feminist theory where consciousness-raising was used as a pedagogical 

tool. Consciousness-raising is especially important in a period of time when 

students approach a classroom thinking that our society is “postfeminism” and/or 

“postracist” and there is no longer a need for feminism at all (Love & Helmbrecht, 

2007). Love and Helmbrecht believe that one of the best ways to engage students 

with an understanding of sexism today is through popular culture. Although their 

reasoning does not include a discussion about online classrooms, the application of 
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using popular culture in addition to social media networking is still feasible. They 

explain that their goal is to give students the tools to “move beyond the self-

focused nature of postfeminism and reconnect them with the socially motivated 

work of feminists” (p.48). This is of significant interest to self-proclaimed “third 

wave” feminists who use technology and social media as forms of activism in their 

personal lives and in their teaching.  

Social networking and Web 2.0 technologies have been cited as valuable 

social structures that contribute to an active learning environment for students 

(Gathman & Talbut, 2011). In the new anthology, Teaching the Humanities 

Online: a Practical Guide to the Virtual Classroom (Hoffman, 2011), a chapter is 

dedicated to the use of Web 2.0 technologies in the online classroom. Authors 

Gathman and Talbut review several different ways that social media such as blogs, 

Wikis, Facebook, Twitter, and virtual 3-D worlds can be used to engage students 

in the online classroom. The chapter is informative about each of these tools, but 

does not include any type of student learning assessment or instructor 

implementation, leaving such ideas to the imagination of the educator. 

Additionally, none of the chapters in the collection offers a feminist framework for 

teaching online.   

Sharon Collingwood, an instructor of women’s studies at the Ohio State 

University, is the designer of the virtual island of Minerva in Second Life that 

hosts the department’s first distance course. Second Life is a digitally constructed 

virtual world containing personally developed avatars that are able to move around 
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freely within the virtual world. Second Life is free to anyone and has a growing 

number of users with statistics demonstrating between 60,000 to 80,000 people are 

online at anytime (Collingwood, 2009). In 2008, a group of academics (via their 

personal and/or professional avatars) gathered online in Second Life to discuss 

women’s activism and community development in the virtual world. Collingwood 

reflects on her participation in this conference, the transformations of 

communication, and the potential of feminist organizing with the use of this virtual 

space. In her reflections, she discusses the use of avatars and how alternative 

representations of the self can subvert “Western” ideals of beauty, appearance, and 

identity. Collingwood (2009) also addresses how social media such as Second Life 

can “bridge the divide between public and private” with women’s increasing 

participation. Finally, she posits the idea that although there are still systemic 

concerns about technological and disability access, Second Life could “provide 

fertile ground for feminist activism” (para. 24). 

While the development of Second Life and the use of social media in the 

classroom are recent, it is important to question how technology can influence 

students and the cause for social justice. The use of social media and digital 

technologies within the feminist movement has been both praised and contested in 

cyberfeminist literature, but empirical research shows how the use of digital 

technologies remains subversive in many ways and can act as a site of political 

resistance for all women (Daniels, 2009). Theoretically, Internet technologies in 

the classroom that go beyond the use of a university promoted learning portal, can 



  43 

provide two things for feminist educators and students. First, online education can 

act as a “location of possibility,” a concept promoted by hooks (1994) in Teaching 

to Transgress, where she passionately describes the ways that the classroom offers 

learners a space for collectivity and liberation that transcends traditional borders. 

Torrens and Riley (2009) similarly argue that online women’s studies classrooms 

have this potential. Secondly, the use of technology in the virtual classroom can 

foster what Mohanty (2003) identifies as “imagined communities” (p. 46),  

drawing on Benedict Anderson’s work and nations and nationalism, where people 

come together across divisive boundaries, bonded by a particular political alliance, 

rather than a place of solidarity based only on standpoint epistemologies. Virtual 

communities in the online feminist classroom that incorporate analyses of power, 

oppression, exploitation, and an understanding of identity as historical, relational, 

and transformative, have the promise to disrupt binaries and surpass artificial 

borders in the context of the university and among students. For these reasons, it 

remains imperative that feminist educators participate in the construction of 

knowledge about the online classroom, explain potential ways that feminist 

pedagogy can operate and impact students, and critique the social institutions that 

sustain this type of education. 

While online education may be a result of the bureaucratization, or 

McDonaldization, of the corporate academy, it remains a participatory option for 

students and instructors, opening an unexpected space for antiracist feminist 

engagement (Mohanty, 2003). This engagement should not rest entirely on the 
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critique of institutional practices in the academy, but it should also investigate 

instructors’ best practices teaching online education, theorizing about new 

cyberfeminist pedagogies, and identifying the ways a feminist education can 

remain impactful to our students in the same liberatory way that women’s studies 

has traditionally done in the past.  My contribution in these “urgent sites of 

struggle” (Mohanty, 2003, p. 185) resulting from the political and institutional 

shifts in the university explores students’ experiences of both online and face-to-

face women’s studies courses. Characteristics of feminist pedagogy facilitated by 

the instructor are key components to the classroom experience, but it is important 

to acknowledge the opinions, attitudes, and real experiences of students in our 

learning community as online educational programs persist. The next section will 

review the methodology and steps taken to complete the research process, where 

insight from students about traditional and online women’s studies programs was 

gathered. 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Chapter 3: Methods 

 

Currently, four universities in the U.S. offer a women’s studies degree 

completely online: University of Massachusetts at Dartmouth, Washington State 

University, Arizona State University, and Oregon State University (OSU), where 

this research project takes place. OSU is a large, public research university with a 

majority white student population. The OSU women’s studies program has offered 

online courses since 2000 and began offering the online women’s studies major 

degree program more recently in 2009. The aim of this research project is to 

contribute to understandings of online feminist education grounded by the 

experiences of women’s studies students. Also, it is important to collect 

information at this university considering it is one of the first programs to offer the 

online women’s studies major degree and has invested more than a decade of work 

into its extended campus program. This research project involves qualitative 

interviews with 13 undergraduate students who identify as women’s studies majors 

and minors at OSU and who have taken either or both on-campus/face-to-face and 

online women’s studies coursework. Below, I detail the research design overview, 

the participant recruitment process, participant demographics, and factors and 

limitations that may have impacted the research process.  

This study asks questions of current on-campus and online women’s 

studies students about their experiences in the feminist classroom. Specifically, I 

wanted to know if (1) students were experiencing the characteristics of 
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empowering feminist pedagogy identified in the literature in both face-to-face and 

online classrooms; (2) if and how students are impacted after having taken one or 

several women’s studies courses; (3) if online students experience similar or 

different impacts compared to the face-to-face students; and (4) what are 

individual student opinions of the university’s online women’s studies degree 

program.  

Research Design Overview 

Feminist research methodologies have critiqued traditional quantitative 

research as methodologies that silence and distort the experiences of women, 

which has led to the appreciation and extensive use of qualitative research methods 

in feminist scholarship (Jayaratne & Stewart, 1991). Historically, feminists have 

taken issue with traditional research methods that assume a unified truth, 

objectivity, and hierarchal relationships between the researcher and the 

interviewee (Hesse-Biber, 2007). Additionally, women of color feminists have 

addressed the need to incorporate more inclusive and nuanced modes of analysis 

that capture the different voices of women. Thus, feminist research methods are 

based on a commitment to collecting and representing a diversity of perspectives 

and experiences to bring forth stories from typically marginalized populations, 

while recognizing and challenging the politics of interpretation and differential 

power dynamics between researcher and participants (DeVault & Gross, 2007). 

Such commitments in the research process allow for more participatory and 

emancipatory methodologies. Additionally, qualitative research by nature is not 
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intended to yield broadly generalizable findings, but rather provide detailed 

information on the experience of a relatively small number of individuals 

(Munroe-Chandler, 2005).  

As Marjorie L. DeVault and Glenda Gross (2007) explain, feminist 

interview research draws on the “political traditions of testimony and 

consciousness-raising” (p. 173). Considering the way consciousness-raising and 

the use of personal testimonies are pedagogically used in the women’s studies 

classroom, feminist interview research makes for an appropriate approach and 

instrument used in this study. Feminist scholarship also entails that researchers 

consider their own positions of power in the research process and how personal 

subjectivities contribute to the research process and its outcomes (Naples, 2003). 

DeVault and Gross (2007) bring attention to two challenges facing feminist 

interview researchers. They suggest that feminist researchers create a rationale for 

“labeling feminist research, without reproducing the false homogenization and 

separations of historical feminisms,” and secondly, they argue that feminist 

researchers must “adapt new theorizations of feminism so that they serve empirical 

projects” (p. 175). In other words, it is important that feminist researchers remain 

active in the production of new knowledge. Below it is my hope to address these 

challenges. 

Participants and Recruitment Methods 

  After Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval in Fall 2010, I contacted 

the director of the OSU women’s studies program via email with a letter of 
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explanation about the research study. The email asked the director to send out a 

student recruitment letter to the women’s studies major and minor email listserve 

for the current 2010-2011 academic year. The student recruitment letter 

(Attachment A) contained a hyperlink that navigated students to a webpage 

containing the explanation of research study for the interview phase and provided 

space for the student to leave their contact information and preference for 

interview time and place once they agreed to be part of this research study. A 

separate recruitment email was sent to the e-campus advisor for women’s studies 

majors and minors , who then forwarded the same student recruitment email for 

students to participate in the research study. Additionally, recruitment notices were 

posted in the university’s women’s center weekly email newsletter and a hard copy 

recruitment flyer was posted in the campus women’s center building.  

Participants were required to meet the following criteria: (1) they must 

have been enrolled in the university within the last academic year; (2) they must be 

18 years or older; and (3) they must be registered as a women’s studies major or 

minor. Recruitment was aimed directly at women’s studies majors and minors 

hoping that, as students, they have a stake in feminist education and a likelihood of 

having encountered multiple feminist classroom experiences. They were required 

to have been enrolled in university courses over the last year so that they could 

reflect on experiences more accurately than having to do so after a significant 

amount of time had passed.  
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The sample consists of 13 participants where five have experiences taking 

a hybrid of online and face-to-face women’s studies courses, seven participants 

have experiences of having only taken face-to-face women’s studies courses, and, 

finally, one participant has taken women’s studies courses only online. Students 

ranged from sophomore to senior undergraduate level where two were 

sophomores, five were juniors, and six were seniors at the time of the interview. 

Of the 13 participants, 10 students were majors and three were minors. 

Additionally, three were women of color where two identified as African-

American and one was Latina. Finally, one participant was male and 12 identified 

as women. All participants were given pseudonyms to protect the confidentiality 

of their identity. Table 1 provides a detailed profile of participant demographics. 
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Once students elected to participate in the research study and provided their 

contact information through the online explanation of research form (Attachment 

B), I arranged meeting times over email with students depending on their 

preference for interviewing in person or over the telephone. Eight participants 

were interviewed in person on the OSU campus in various locations such as the 

campus coffee shop or university library and five participants were interviewed 

over the phone. The option of the telephone interview was provided considering 

the potential challenges to the geographic locations of participants enrolled in the 

online courses. The interviews were semi-structured in that I asked previously 

constructed questions while also incorporating a series of probing questions to 

draw out more complete stories from participants (see Attachment C). Interview 

lengths were varied with the shortest being twenty-five minutes and the longest 

lasting an hour and fifteen minutes. This time frame was dependent on the 

student’s willingness to discuss their educational experiences based on the 

questions from the interview guide and how they chose to elaborate with my 

additional probing questions. Each interview was recorded with a handheld voice 

recorder after gathering participant permission at the onset of the interview.  

During the interview, I began by introducing my research topic in a few 

brief sentences, and then explained how I was interested in hearing about their 

journey to feminism and how they came to take women’s studies in college. Once 

they responded to this prompt, I asked a series of questions related to 

characteristics of feminist pedagogy based on a review of the literature. Finally, I 
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asked participants to offer their personal opinion regarding the university’s new 

online women’s studies major degree. During the interview, participants were free 

to decline answering any questions, stop participation altogether, or ask questions 

for further clarification. At the conclusion of each interview, I gave participants a 

chance to add any additional comments or concerns. Once all interviews were 

completed, I sent each participant an email thanking them for their participation 

and asking them to self-identify their demographics in the following categories: 

age, race/ethnicity, gender, sexual orientation, and ability.  

Data Analysis 

For the purposes of this study, I used a combination of inductive and 

deductive methodological approaches. Reflecting a review of the literature, I 

created the set of research questions to guide the creation of the interview 

instrument. After completing participant interviews, I used grounded theory 

approach to analyze the interview narratives. In grounded theory assessment, 

researchers ask a series of open-ended questions and look for common or recurring 

themes in interview narratives (Dey, 1999; Creswell, 1998). After transcribing 

each interview, I analyzed them to produce an initial coding system based on 

commonly recurring themes. I extracted data from the transcribed text to illustrate 

these themes and created the foundation for my interpretations in relation to my 

initial research questions. Thus, research is “grounded” in the participants’ 

experiences, as interviewees’ responses dictate the categories evaluated, not the 

interviewer’s preconceived expectations (Cheyney, 2008). The combination of 
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inductive and deductive analyses make the thematic categories relevant to existing 

literature and theory around the topic and offer themes meaningful to the 

producers of each message (Berg, 2009).  

Personal Disclosure 

Motivations for the current research project are based upon my personal 

experiences having taken a combination of face-to-face and online courses after 

returning to school as a “non-traditional” student several years ago wanting to earn 

a bachelor’s degree as a single mother of two children. In my tenure as an 

undergraduate student, I found feminism via my enrollment in an introductory 

women’s studies course. To juggle time spent on campus and my responsibilities 

at work and at home, I found myself enrolled in an online women’s studies course 

and was exposed to a vastly different educational experience than any of my face-

to-face women’s studies courses.  

In the past two years, I have worked as a graduate teaching assistant in the 

women’s studies program at OSU after having completed my undergraduate 

degree work at the same institution. I have also been involved in developing 

another research project to investigate best practices of women’s studies 

instructors who teach online across the nation. Additionally, I have played a role in 

developing coursework for new online classes pertaining to the online women’s 

studies degree program. My experience as a student helped informed my desire to 

ask these questions of other students and, currently, as a feminist educator, my 

concerns also lie in the quality and impact women’s studies has on our students. 
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My personal subjectivities as a student of women’s studies, including the role I 

currently play as a graduate student researcher who is a white, able-bodied, 

heterosexual woman, impact the way I can relate to participant comments and the 

privilege I have in interpreting their words. However, my aim is to compare 

findings in this research project with previous literature about the effect women’s 

studies has on students in addition to contributing to the discourse about any 

differences that online students undergo in their education experiences.   

Study Limitations 

Some methodological limitations rest in the sampling and recruitment 

process. One serious limitation rests in the minimal number of sample participants 

who are exclusively online only students (n=1). However, this mirrors empirical 

research that suggests that online education has become an add-on to campus-

based coursework, making online courses supplemental, not exclusive, paths to 

obtaining college degrees (Doyle, 2009). Because of the newness of the online 

women’s studies program, it was difficult to gather participants who had only 

taken women’s studies online courses. It’s also important to consider that these 

students are more likely in positions of juggling work, family, and education and 

less likely to respond to a call to participate in a study. With additional time, the 

study may have been able to sample over a longer period providing a chance for 

more online only students to contribute to the study. Having more online only 

students would have impacted the study by providing more insight to their 

particular experiences. Also, while telephone interviews were beneficial in 
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connecting with participants who were not located near the university’s main 

campus, it does pose possible limitations to the research process in that researchers 

are unable to use “full channels of communication” (Berg, 2009, p. 123) such as 

visual cues in participant body language during the interview.  

I anticipated that all students would have taken at least one or more 

women’s studies courses and that there would be an unequal gender distribution 

since a majority of women’s studies students are women (Stake, 2008). This 

unequal gender distribution limits the understandings of gender differences. The 

age and racial distributions of participants were also skewed with a majority of 

participants identifying as white and being traditionally aged college students. The 

lack of racial/ethnic diversity in this study unfortunately reflects the location and 

demographics of the university where this research study was conducted. Having a 

more equal distribution may have illustrated issues concerning racism, 

marginalization, or empowerment for people of color specifically in the feminist 

classroom. A better distribution of age differences may have provided different 

outcomes as well about the motivations, needs, and experiences of older-than-

average students.  

Summary 

This qualitative study gathered information from women’s studies students 

about their experiences in the classroom and the personal impact such experiences 

had on them. As a secondary purpose, the study hoped to highlight any differences 

or concerns that students experienced in their online women’s studies courses in 
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comparison to students in a traditional face-to-face classroom. I interviewed 13 

students who were eligible and agreed to participate in the research study. 

Interviews were recorded and interview times ranged from 25 minutes to an hour 

and 15 minutes. After transcribing the interviews, I looked for themes and 

common characteristics that could be categorized. Despite some limitations to the 

research study, I was able to interview participants and analyze data in a timely 

manner. I started interviews in December of 2010, and, mainly due to scheduling 

constraints, concluded the interviewing process at the beginning of February, 

2011. It took approximately three weeks to transcribe the data and another two 

weeks to analyze and code all of them. These themes and a more detailed summary 

of participants are presented in the following chapter.  
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Chapter 4: Results 
 

Several issues emerged in the interview process where participants 

disclosed their own personal journey to feminism and how they came to take 

women’s studies (WS) in college. Below, the recurring themes from participant 

narratives are reviewed.  

Feminist Awakening 
 
 Having taught a few courses as a graduate instructor in the WS program at 

OSU, I commonly hear that students take WS courses to fulfill core university 

requirements. As a researcher, I was curious to know how and why WS major and 

minor students decided to enroll in a WS course during their tenure in college and 

what prompts them to continue taking these classes. For this research project, it is 

important to question whether or not the same entrance into WS programs are 

conducive and as influential in the online courses. I asked each participant to 

describe her or his journey to feminism and how they came to take a WS course in 

college whether online or face-to-face. I found that a majority of participants 

responded in two ways by either describing their first WS class as “life-altering,” 

as one participant noted, or as a “stepping stone,” a description offered by another 

participant, in the process of developing as a feminist.  

 Stephanie is a WS major who self-identifies as a 24 year old, white, queer, 

disabled woman. She also identifies as a feminist. Stephanie is a senior and has 

only taken face-to-face WS courses. She describes her experience of taking her 

first WS class as “life-altering,” 
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Really, I didn't know what feminism was before I took WS. So it was my 
first experience of it. If I remember hearing bad things about feminists, I 
don't think I knew anything about them, so WS really opened my eyes to 
everything. It was pretty obvious in the first term that I was a feminist, but 
I just didn't know it... It was like my eyes were opened to like, wow, this 
isn't just me experiencing this in my own little world. To start with, I didn't 
have any expectations I just thought it was interesting at first but I didn't 
think it would be as life-altering as it was. 

 
Similarly, Alison describes her initial interest in feminism from material learned in 

an introductory Sociology class and how it validated contradictions she faced 

growing up in the Mormon Church. She said,  

I took this intro to Sociology class and that's when my whole conservative 
republican-ness completely fell before me and crumbled and that's when I 
started actually listening to the material. In there, there was a piece about 
first to third wave feminism which was interesting and then talking about 
the stratification of gender and just people in general. That just blew my 
mind. It was a shock to me. 
 

After completing her Sociology course, Alison took a WS class and recalled, “I 

was like, oh my gosh, I see the light! It was just indescribable.” Alison is a self-

identified hetero-flexible, white, able-bodied, 22 year old woman who also 

identifies as a feminist. She is a senior in college, a WS major, and has taken one 

online WS course.  

 Samantha is another WS major who also attributes her feminist awakening 

to her first WS class. Samantha is a self-identified white, heterosexual, able-bodied 

woman. She is a senior and has taken one WS course online. She recalls, 

Well, I wasn't really self-identified as a feminist coming in to college. I 
actually knew nothing about it and I was just exploring classes and 
scrolling through when I was registering I saw WS. It was my first year so 
I just found 223 [intro level class] and I signed up for it. I loved it. I kept 
taking classes but I was still technically a major in political science. I was 
just kind of taking WS and moving more and more towards that and just 
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knew that was what I wanted to do. I have been taking classes and switched 
my major last year. 
 

Samantha also described not knowing anything about feminism prior to taking her 

first WS course in college: 

I didn't even know it was about feminism. I just thought maybe it was 
going to focus on the history of women like women writers or famous 
women, stuff like that.  And I was kind of intimidated during the first class 
and I thought about dropping it. I was so uncomfortable. We had to talk 
about ourselves a lot, which I kind of hated. But I stuck with it and it's a 
good thing I did. 

 
Sabrina is a student who initially enrolled in a WS course to fulfill 

university core requirements and found that she was able to identify as a feminist 

after completing this course. She self-identifies as a 23 year old, heterosexual, 

Caucasian, able-bodied woman who is a senior and WS major. She described her 

reaction to taking her first WS course like this, “I was just like wow, this 

framework is really working for me. It aligns with my values, my beliefs, and 

everything so I thought I need to get a degree in women's studies.”  

One participant, Kendra, who had been involved in feminist activism 

through community organizations prior to taking WS in college, did not 

necessarily offer a description that identified as “life-altering,” rather she described 

a more transformational process. Kendra is a self-identified African-American, 

able-bodied, heterosexual, 30 something woman. She identifies as a feminist and is 

a WS major. She has taken one online WS class. Her first course in the program 

was a face-to-face topics course about feminist spirituality. She described her 

experience below: 
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It was a rebirth for me actually and it became a therapeutic experience. I 
was definitely restored and that’s when I became hungry and after that 
class I struggled to chose if I was going to do that as my minor and stay in 
forestry or just take classes for self-enrichment. As I progressed in the WS 
program, I realized I couldn't just pass it up, I had to be consumed by it and 
that's where I am at now.  

 
Another student, Julia, commented about her previous understandings of 

feminism that she came to know through interactions with her college aged cousin. 

She mentioned that her cousin had given her a copy of the books, The Feminine 

Mystique by Betty Friedan and Yellow Wallpaper by Charlote Perkins Gillman, 

when she was in middle school. Although she enjoyed reading these books, Julia 

said she could not relate to them personally because they were books centered 

around the concerns of white women. As a young Latina, she said, 

I have always considered myself a feminist even if I didn't know the full 
definition of it when it comes to like who I am or something like that. I just 
kind of always stood up for myself and for my family and my mom and my 
sister. I have always been loud and opinionated and I thought that needed 
to be a strong woman for my family and for myself but I always got in 
trouble for that. My dad always used to yell at me and was like, that's not 
how you do it in our culture, That's not how it is, its not traditional, what 
are you thinking? Keep your mouth shut. They have this saying in Spanish, 
“Calladita se ve mas bonita,” which means when you are quiet you look 
more pretty. They always tell me that but I was like I don't care, I would 
rather not be pretty! 
 

Julia is a WS major who self-identifies as a heterosexual, able-bodied, Latina 

woman. She has taken one WS class online. Regarding taking WS classes and her 

journey to feminism, she said, 

It was just kind of like stepping stones and then it was like my junior year 
the whole thing exploded for me where another level came into play and it 
made me question everything. It was really scary. I don't know. I just 
thought everyone was good and open minded but that's not the way it was 
at all. I knew I had to do something about it and now I am a WS major. 
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Amanda, who is a WS minor, explained her journey to feminism as part of 

her upbringing, but how WS classes added to this process. She is a self-identified 

white, heterosexual, differently-abled, twenty something woman. She also 

identifies as a feminist and is a junior in college. She has not taken any online WS 

courses. 

I think I have been a feminist since I was a toddler. My parents are 
divorced and I grew up with my mother who was kind of a second wave 
superwoman. She was an engineer and did it all. I have always had this 
assumption that women can do anything and questioned why we didn't 
have equal rights. I first took WS280 Global women and I loved it. I 
thought it was a really fun class too. After taking a few classes I thought 
they were fun but also so useful in that they give you better tools to analyze 
situations. I can bring up issues that I may not have been able to word as 
well beforehand. Looking at how to word things a little bit better and state 
my case better. Gaining better vocabulary was important but also realizing 
reasons why other people might find it compelling. For example, I am 
disabled so I find my rights important, but I learned how to phrase things in 
a way so that it matters to anyone as a person that I don't have the same 
rights. So finding a way to make those connections is one of those things I 
really appreciated about taking WS classes.  

 
Melinda was another participant who described her journey to feminism 

much like a “stepping stone” process. Melinda is a sophomore and WS major who 

self-identifies as an African-American, heterosexual, able-bodied, 19 year-old 

woman. She also identifies as a feminist and has not taken any courses online. 

Melinda was required to do a senior project in high school that prompted her to 

facilitate a workshop with her peers about women’s empowerment. She explains, 

It was a one week type of workshop where we talked about three subjects. I 
think it was violence against women/domestic violence, relationship abuse, 
and media portrayals of women. I didn't know the difference or what 
feminism was and I didn't really know that I was doing feminist work. 
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Melinda continued and addressed how her WS classes informed her ideas of 

feminism, 

I think they just solidified my beliefs around women's equality and 
empowerment. Because when you aren't educated about something then 
you assume what something is. And my initial judgment of feminism was 
the typical assumption like that these women hate men or are lesbians or 
something like that. That was my thinking before I was educated. I think I 
have come a long way. 
 
Josie, who is the only participant who has taken exclusively online WS 

courses, describes her feminist awakening after completing her first term online, 

When I enrolled in WS I wasn't really thinking about feminism. I was 
really, to be honest, just looking to get my bachelor's degree for myself and 
for my daughters. So that's how I came about WS and now the more I am 
learning about it, I am so glad I took it. I have always felt passionately 
about women always kind of getting...the best wording...but I guess not 
getting in the forefront of the business world or in society overall, like we 
are always second best. And this has really guided me on how to make a 
difference and has geared me to shift my goals and to one day open a 
domestic violence center and running that. That is kind of where I am 
going with it right now. 
 

Josie is a self-identified white, heterosexual, able-bodied, thirty something woman 

who also calls herself a feminist. She is currently a sophomore who is working 

towards her WS major degree online. 

 This theme illustrates how students were impacted in positive ways having 

taken one or more WS courses and their comments display aspects of their 

personal transformation. There were no distinct differences displayed under this 

theme between the online and face-to-face students and how they came to 

understand feminism in a WS course.  
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The Feminist Teacher 
 
 Several participants attributed their interest in WS courses to the 

instructors’ own enthusiasm about course material and how they fostered a unique 

classroom environment compared to other disciplines. However, these 

characteristics were inconsistent among students describing their online classroom 

experience and instructor interaction.  

 David, a senior WS major who has never taken an online course and who 

self-identifies as a feminist, white, heterosexual, able-bodied male, describes his 

experiences with the instructors in WS as, 

Really engaging and the instructors want everyone to learn. I could feel 
that right away. There was excitement and that resonated with students. I 
think it is an inviting comfortable classroom environment, which makes it 
easier to want to learn and to be in class.  

 
He also notes that, “It's a way different atmosphere compared to any of my other 

classes. The classes are just so engaging. I really enjoyed them and most people I 

talk to really enjoy them. I have never heard one person say they didn't like WS 

classes.” Samantha also commented on the enthusiasm of her WS instructors, 

She was so enthusiastic and so passionate and just really fun in the 
classroom. That's what I do like about WS, the professors are lively and 
they really get you engaged in the material. It's not like you are just sitting 
there listening to someone talking at you but you are constructing your own 
knowledge and teaching and learning. 

 
Melinda described how her instructor influenced her experience in the WS 

classroom, 

There was something really interesting about a professor who is so 
passionate about what they are teaching and how they make personal 
connections. Especially as a first year student when you are thinking about 
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what you are going to do with your life. I saw her and I thought she was 
amazing and you could tell that she loved her job and everything she was 
teaching. 

 
Heather is another student that commented on the instructors’ ability to make her 

feel comfortable in the classroom. Heather is a junior minoring in WS. She has not 

taken any online WS courses and self-identifies as a white, heterosexual, able-

bodied woman and a feminist.  

I felt really comfortable with them and that was really unusual for me 
compared to other classes where you don't know your professor at all. I felt 
like they wanted to get to know everybody. That was interesting and really 
cool for me since I didn't have that before taking WS. I thought the whole 
idea of the situated knower and that everyone has something to bring is just 
amazing. It is the most comfortable I have ever felt in a class being able to 
discuss my opinions and experiences. It just doesn't feel appropriate in 
other classes.  

 
When asked about how her WS classes informed her idea of feminism, Karen, who 

is a junior in college and minoring in WS, explained, 

Contributed in the sense that it makes me more passionate about it. The 
topics are so racy and exciting that it's just so fun to talk about it. Well, not 
necessarily fun but it gets your adrenaline going. I definitely love that 
because sometimes in certain classes you go to such as organic chemistry, 
you sit there and it makes you want to dig your eyes out, but in these 
classes the topics always get so exciting. 

 
Additionally, several participants reflected on the way they were treated by 

their WS instructors. Again, this was more representative of students who have 

only taken face-to-face courses, whereas students of online classes described 

feelings of disconnectedness with their instructors. Amanda commented about her 

experiences as a differently-abled woman in the WS program by saying, 

One of the things I have really appreciated about WS is that they are really 
good at flexibility and accommodations for those who are differently-
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abled. I am in and out of the hospital a lot so it is really important for me to 
be able to email a professor and say ‘hey not going to come to class today 
because I am sick’ and have them totally understand and say to take care of 
myself. I really appreciate that sense of credibility and respect that they 
have for students. The sense that you are a whole person and that this 
should not be everything in your whole life. The sense of respect for you as 
a person and making the accommodations work for you. That's really 
something very specific to WS and I really appreciate it.  
 

Similarly, in Kendra’s comments, she expressed appreciation for instructors 

valuing her life experiences and recognizing that she had something to contribute 

to the classroom. She explained, 

I appreciate the dedication to being not only an educator but a receiver 
from knowledge from students. I have seen that and witnessed that from 
instructors as a norm, not as a specialty. I appreciate that the instructors are 
looking for my best interest in my education. I think that's what I am 
looking for in education--to leave better than I came in. I can say that 
honestly. So, teaching styles and instructions, that's what I am looking for 
as a student, to leave better than when I came. 
 

Stephanie also mentioned how she felt that WS instructors were genuinely 

concerned about her learning, “It feels much more teaching focused where other 

departments mostly all do research where in WS they really want you to learn so 

they are trying to do things to get you excited about the material.” 

As mentioned, students who participated in online WS courses had 

inconsistent responses about their instructors and the classroom environment. 

When discussing her experience taking a WS course online, Samantha described 

the relationship with her instructor by saying, 

It was just through email, the whole class. She would email comments on 
our papers, but it was very limited. I think there was a discussion board but 
it wasn't used very often. It was basically a thing to post and do the bare 
minimum. I felt like the whole class was like that to just do the bare 
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minimum and you did well. And, so yeah I didn't have any contact with 
anybody in my online class. 
 

Korina is a WS major who has taken a variety of online WS courses in addition to 

the face-to-face courses. She recently transferred from community college where 

she took her initial WS class. She self-identifies as a white, heterosexual, twenty 

something woman and a feminist. She commented on her experiences taking 

online WS courses at OSU and her community college. 

I would say that I think one of the best teachers I have had was Kelly* just 
because she did engage a lot into the class discussion. She would make 
comments almost every day. For the most part, she would say something to 
you rather than just you know, here is the class and get a grade. She was 
more involved and then when you would write her an email of concern or 
question or anything like that she was really prompt. (*denotes pseudonym 
used to protect instructor confidentiality) 
 
The theme of the feminist teacher highlighted the ways in which students 

interact with and are influenced by the involvement, enthusiasm, and passion that 

their instructor employs during their educational experience. This theme 

acknowledges my research questions by addressing additional concerns about the 

ways that students are experiencing feminist pedagogy in the WS classroom as 

well as the similarities and/or differences experienced by online students. It is 

evident that there is inconsistency among the online students about the level of 

participation of instructors in the virtual classroom including an inconsistency 

involving the one-on-one interaction between instructor and student. Face-to-face 

students predominantly expressed a relationship with their instructors that involved 

showing respect towards students, valuing personal experiences in the classroom, 

and displaying passion about the material being taught.  
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Emotions in the Classroom 
 
 As discussed in previous chapters of this research project, emotions in the 

WS classroom have been identified as a critical element of feminist pedagogy and 

the feminist classroom. The theme of emotions in the classroom emerged once 

students acknowledged how their personal experiences and opinions were valued 

in the classroom. Participants had several comments and concerns associated with 

this theme for both the face-to-face and online classroom that are illustrated below.  

 Stephanie reflected on valuing what is considered personal in the WS 

classroom, “I think there was also a push to be personal where other departments 

you tend to keep yourself away and focus on exactly what you read, whereas WS 

is like bring yourself into the piece you just read and analyze it. That's different.” 

Julia also touched on these aspects, 

I think it was personal. It was more personal than other classes that I have. 
I mean mostly there are women in that class and a lot of the same 
experiences even though we come from different backgrounds so everyone 
kind of acknowledged that and appreciated that.    
 

Melinda described her feelings towards a specific teaching practice where students 

viewed films as part of their weekly class meetings. She said, 

I liked how we would watch a movie and she would ask us our reactions. I 
think that's very powerful when teachers put that on the table for students 
to reply to like how do you feel after watching this? Because it's usually 
like refer to your books or something but when you have a personal 
connection to something it can be freeing to discuss that with the group. 
There are a lot of times when students may feel the same so you can 
connect with one of your peers or the professor is able to connect with you 
based on your interpretation of the film, so that's something I appreciate. 
You know, emotion doesn't get discussed very often. Emotions should be 
valued just as much as intellect. 
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Samantha also commented on this part of the WS classroom and her initial 

apprehension about valuing emotions in the classroom, 

The classes themselves can be really emotional. I hadn't been in a 
classroom environment like that where women were talking about their 
personal experiences so openly. At first I thought it to be quite 
uncomfortable. I kind of shut down and I didn't really like it initially 
because I am not somebody who really likes to talk about things like that. 
But I have actually found that I do have a hard time speaking up in the 
classes. I tend to be more quiet and shy but that's just how I am so it's kind 
of a challenge to get in the circles and talk about hard things. But it has 
definitely helped me grow. 
 
Additional concerns about discomfort came up during participant 

interviews. The word “tension” was commonly used by several students when they 

discussed emotions in the classroom. For example, Melinda suggested that, 

There is a lot more tension in the WS courses because there is a lot to 
digest. And I think a lot of people have a problem dismissing their own 
perspectives whether it be religious beliefs or whatever so they don't 
understand how to adapt this new type of framework when it just doesn't 
make sense to them. And so, I think that is where a lot of the tension comes 
from. I think also they think differently and they don't know how to be 
accepted in their community anymore if they think differently. So there is 
this tension between these two different worlds. There is a lot of 
questioning of yourself and I think that is probably something that is very 
hindering, I guess you could say. They don't allow themselves to go to this 
next level because of the fear of the unknown. Once you identify as a 
feminist, you want to do something about it and that is a commitment. You 
can't just sit back and be like, women are oppressed. I think there is a lot of 
different reason why they feel or create that tension in the classroom. 

 
Karen spoke with enthusiasm about tense moments in the classroom by saying, 
 

Some person always says something and then another person says another 
thing and it starts this huge debate and it triggers things in the classroom 
where it is kind of safe to have these conversations. It is just exciting. Your 
blood is pumping, you get ideas and you realize that other people have 
those ideas and you can collaborate and build off of each other. I think by 
doing that, I love the classroom setting. I think that is another reason I like 
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the class. It makes you think and see things differently. I feel like in the 
classroom you see things in a new light. 

 
Korina spoke about her experiences in both online and face-to-face WS courses by 

saying, 

I really enjoy the politics. I really like how if I say something the teacher 
adds something to what I'm making a statement about and then that can go 
further and that's in class and online as well. but as far as in class the 
teacher has more opportunity to explain what her point is and get it across 
versus online you can only type so much and whoever perceives that essay 
that the teacher just wrote is how you are going to think that they are trying 
to make a statement whereas if somebody says in person and they explain it 
further you can get their message a lot faster. If you are reading something, 
it's your interpretation of what it is.  
 

Sabrina was able to offer her perspective of taking a hybrid of face-to-face and 

online courses and said, 

I think in any WS class you always have difficult discussions because you 
are talking about sensitive topics like intersecting oppressions, but with the 
online ones you don't really have to have those difficult conversations 
because you just have the discussion board so if you feel like it is difficult 
or uncomfortable you just don't respond. You aren't forced to say 
something. I think that is also a pro and a con for the online classes for 
people who are uncomfortable or not sure what to think in the class. If they 
don't want to participate in it, they don't have to. They can kind of opt out. 
In the regular classroom, you can't just get up and leave.   

 
Finally, Heather’s comments were interesting as she expressed concern for 

students participating in online classes claiming that she would never choose to 

take an online class. I asked if she would never take an online class in any 

discipline or just in WS and she responded, 

Um, both. But especially WS because I feel you lose that tension. I know 
that sounds really weird, but we were talking about difficult conversations 
and ongoing learning from both faculty and students and I feel like there is 
not that face. You can't put a face to somebody's experience and I think 
that's really meaningful. And especially later when, for me, when I see 
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them on campus, I have that personal experience or something to relate to 
them. I feel like a lot of that gets blocked online and you can kind of be 
who you want to be. That's just my personal opinion.  

 
Another comment about tension was offered by Samantha, who said,  
 

I mean I have seen in WS classes that it can get pretty heated. The 
professor just kind of said a reminder about the guidelines of the classroom 
and I think that people have to remember that a lot because it can get really 
emotional. I found overall people's opinions are valued even when it does 
get kind of heated though. 

 
When referring to her experience taking an online class, Samantha also said that 

she did not come across these types of tense moments in the virtual classroom. 

Specifically, she said, “I definitely feel like taking the online class gave a 

somewhat safer feeling because you didn't necessarily have to deal with it or the 

kind of awkwardness that can come. In that sense, online was a little bit easier.” 

Another word that surfaced several times during interviews was 

“accountability.” For instance, when students discussed how instructors managed 

tension in the classroom, they talked about classroom guidelines. Participants also 

expressed concern for the way tension would occur in the online classroom. 

Amanda illustrated one example of this by saying,  

It’s harder to force someone to do something if they are not there in 
general.  It's a fairly basic assumption.  It would take me a while to get 
back to your questions if I wasn't sitting here across from you with you 
looking at me. And I feel like in an online class if there is something 
brought up that you didn't agree with you could just walk away. There is 
not a sense of you need to discuss this, work through this, form my opinion 
intelligently on this, and I can disagree with it but here's why. If you have 
the option of just saying ‘no that's dumb’ and leaving, then maybe it's not 
going to push people as much.  I don't know, maybe it does. I guess I think 
accountability is big in building that sense of community in class together 
because then you have a sense of responsibility to other students, not just 
the professor grading you. 
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Additionally, Kendra also referred to the difficulty of accountability in the online 

classroom having taken one online WS class, among more online classes in other 

departments.  

I have taken some online classes and you can avoid not speaking about 
those difficult issues but you may be running from those issues at the same 
time. I think it's avoided, meaning it's easier to sit with stuff when you 
don't have to face it in class. If I say something whether it is on the level of 
personal or not, in class I would be accountable in person. Online you are 
not tagged and it is more under the radar. You can choose what you want to 
say and choose when to say it and get it out there without being tagged. So 
you still have that relationship with the topic but you have somewhat of a 
ghost identity online because you can hide.  
 

Stephanie, who has not taken any online WS classes, also commented on the 

accountability of student comments and behavior online by saying, 

I have taken online classes before and you have your discussion forum but 
you have to wait when you are talking to someone. If you are in a 
classroom, you question them on it, they have to answer right there. So the 
dialogue doesn’t seem to get very far because it takes so long to talk about 
certain things.    

 
Whereas most participants discussed accountability with the students, Alison also 

brought up the role of instructor and their involvement with accountability in the 

online WS classroom. She said,  

I feel like it is very important for the instructor to regulate and facilitate 
those conversations versus them just letting them run wild. Because I feel 
like a basic part of feminism is interrupting oppression, so if we don't do 
anything about it online and let it sit there then it is just going to stay there 
and we are not making change. I know that you lose that personal 
connection online, which makes it harder, but yeah, I feel like my biggest 
concern is that the professor needs to be really involved with everyone else.  
 

Finally, said somewhat bluntly during the interview when discussing potential 

barriers in the online classroom based off of her own experience having taken one, 
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Julia leaned over and whispered to me, “Okay, this is going to sound bad. I would 

just BS online just to get the good grade.” 

 One of the ways that students experiencing feminist pedagogy in the WS 

classroom is through the incorporation and validation of emotions in the 

classroom. Face-to-face students recognized the ways that WS courses felt more 

personal to them than other types of courses and how the topics raised in class led 

to discomfort or tension. While several face-to-face students agreed that tension in 

the traditional classroom was helpful to the learning environment, online students 

discussed a lack of tension and accountability among students who were able to 

disengage from online discussion. Also, one participant who has taken online 

courses pointed out that text-based communication can be subjective, therefore 

altering the intentions of the writer making it problematic in the online classroom. 

Speaking Up 
 
 Empowerment has been a term used to describe the outcome of WS 

students after experiencing a feminist education. While participants did not 

specifically use the term empowerment, several of them expressed how WS 

courses fostered feelings of self-confidence. In particular, participants 

predominantly attributed this to feeling confident speaking in the classroom among 

their peers. The following comments illustrate this theme.  

 Melinda described her feelings about speaking in front of others prior to 

taking a WS class, 

There were a lot of times that I didn't know what I was supposed to do as a 
student. I didn't know what I was supposed to contribute. Like discussion 
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wise, I have always been really shy and I don't want people to hear what I 
have to say because they might judge me but that was before I took my WS 
courses. 

 
Melinda also acknowledged how one of the first few WS courses she took was 

called “Women of Color in the U.S.” She explained how this class was very 

influential in making her feel comfortable, confident, and prompted her desire to 

enroll as a WS major. She reflected on an assignment for that class, 

I had to facilitate the class for an hour. We were talking about black 
feminist epistemology by Patricia Hill Collins which is amazing. I just 
remember speaking in front of the class and I think that presentation made 
me think this is where I am supposed to be, I am a WS major. I had never 
felt that comfortable speaking for that long of a time. But when I was so 
passionate about it, it was more easygoing and comfortable. That was a 
huge signifier for me to be a WS major. I announced to the class that as of 
today, I was a WS major. Everyone clapped--it was amazing! That class 
and 223 [the introductory class] were so great.  

 
Karen had a similar experience of gaining self-confidence that she explained, 

 
WS classes have been good for me because I am not necessarily super 
intellectual. I am definitely working on it. I just always used to be very 
intimidated with those types of conversations. I feel like the classes helped 
me to where I could think it was okay to speak. It gave me the confidence 
to think that way and talk about it.    

 
When asked about the types of skills she feel she gained with her degree in WS, 

Samantha responded by saying, “I feel like I have gained self-confidence and that's 

a big one coming into WS. Self-confidence, self-esteem and to be able to present 

yourself to others but also writing and speaking skills. I feel like that's my biggest 

gain in WS.” 
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However, there was some concern that Kendra mentioned in regard to her 

position as a woman of color in WS classrooms generally and her ability to speak 

up.  

Because of marginalization you look like a person who is complaining. 
You get stigmatized. You get labeled, whereas if I was sitting in a 
classroom where I see someone voicing their opinion and there are 15 of 
the same opinion, they will not think that they are all complaining. They 
will be received and able to speak all the time and it is always valued. But 
when I speak up I have to pick how many times I speak up. It has to be 
regulated and censored. 

 
After this statement, I followed up by asking Kendra if she felt that her 

experiences were valued because she was a woman of color, bringing insight to 

classrooms predominantly consisting of white students. Our conversation 

continued: 

Kendra: There is a lot of disagreeing in class; you are going to get that. But 
once again, there's that privilege, power and then there is the marginalized 
population and how many words I have to speak. I would hope that we 
could challenge each other without getting into a challenging battle.  
 
AD: Yes, there is a lot of vulnerability in the class setting too. 
 
Kendra: I am happy you said that because there are issues with race and the 
construction of race because when you talk about privilege, we talk about 
the ego and how to not look weak in front of your peers. I have seen that 
and the fear of exposing has been an issue. I have opposite feelings because 
fear is already there so for me to be able to speak. It is actually opposite. 
My fear is to share my words.  

 
Julia, who is also a woman of color, did not think that her personal experiences 

were valued in her first WS class that predominantly discussed the history of social 

movements in relation to the women’s movement. I asked her to explain that a 

little more and this is what the conversation looked like: 
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Julia: I mean, I love the information, but I didn’t....how can I put this? I 
couldn’t relate to much of it because it was all history of the white feminist, 
U.S. movement. I thought it was really cool and these women are really 
smart and strong but when it comes to my own personal experience I 
couldn’t really say anything. I didn’t know any of it. I didn’t know what 
people to look at me and think this girl is weird, especially when 
everything is new.   
 
AD: Has that changed at all in your other classes?   
 
Julia: I think because I have taken a few classes now with other women 
who have a foundation of feminism, it is not so scary to say things 
anymore. 

 
However, later in our interview, Julia discussed feelings of marginalization as a 

result of being a woman of color and also touched on aspects of solidarity and 

personal growth. She said, 

Being a woman of color, not just in WS classes, but I think men of color go 
through the same thing too. I notice that we all stick together. We kind of 
have to sometimes. If you don’t partner with the other brown person you 
are going to be the last one out of the group. We use each other for support. 
I guess for myself and my own personal growth, I have been letting my 
guard down when it comes to classes because I am not so scared to say 
things anymore and being criticized for it. I have gotten to the point where 
I really don’t care and I want to express my own opinion and my own 
experiences. And I feel like the classes that I have taken in WS, the women 
around me have valued that. Each person’s journey is different and 
sometimes you just need to let your guard down just a little bit. Not just for 
your own sake but for the knowledge you and others can gain doing it.    

 
While a majority of women participants described initial feelings of self-

doubt and difficulty speaking in class, there was a striking difference in the way 

the one man in the sample responded. When asked if he felt like he was able to 

contribute to his own learning and other students’ learning, David said, 

“Definitely, oh yeah. You know, I can't really think about me contributing with an 

example, but being one of the few guys in the class, I am assuming that people 
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were enjoying it or at least intrigued by what I was saying.” Finally, Korina, who 

has taken several online WS courses, commented on her ability to “speak” in the 

online classroom in a positive way. She said, “Sometimes it [online] works better 

for me than being in a classroom with 150 people where you might have a question 

and you don't really want to raise your hand.” 

Developing the confidence to speak in class demonstrates how students 

gained feelings of empowerment while taking WS courses. Most of these 

responses were gathered from students discussing their experiences in the face-to-

face courses and there were few online students who attributed confidence 

building to their online classroom experience. One participant did say that she was 

able to participate and “speak” in the online classroom more so than she would 

have been able to in a large face-to-face classroom. 

Teaching Practices 
 
 When analyzing the interview narratives, it was clear that writing and 

group discussion were two classroom teaching practices that students valued the 

most. These responses were typically collected when I asked about student 

experiences of critical thinking in the classroom. The following excerpts illustrate 

how writing and group discussion were teaching practices that students found 

beneficial. 

I like writing assignments and that's a way for me to think very critically 
about something. Sometimes I need words or I think group discussions you 
are able to build off ideas with your peers. But as far as critical thinking I 
need to sit down and process information. That is an outlet for me. If I can 
write it, then I can understand it (Melinda). 
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I think people talk about WS and don’t necessary associate it with critical 
thinking but you can look at my writing before WS and after WS and WS 
really taught me critical thinking. It was about how to look at material and 
really think about what it means and if the study was done correctly... 
Writing and critical thinking. We did a lot of writing in WS, but my ability 
to know how to do research. I have friends in other departments who do not 
have the same skills that I have. I didn't realize that these were special WS 
skills (Stephanie). 
 
A lot more classes should be designed with journaling. I noticed when I did 
this, you had to come out and hit on another level. I think that journal 
writing forced me, pushed me, motivated me, coached me to get deeper to 
the real issues to get to the real matters (Kendra). 

 
I like to be able to discuss freely amongst a small group of people and then 
share my ideas. When you are talking to other people you can sharpen your 
ideas. When you are speaking by yourself it can be harder to put those 
ideas together and when you are in a group, it helps move those ideas a 
little bit further (Melinda). 
 
I really like group discussion, but first writing down your thoughts and 
then talking about them. I think that is really important. Being in a small 
group too. I am not a very “group-y” person, but sometimes when it comes 
to processing things, sometimes you need that (Julia). 
 
We would have group readings, we would write a paper to get our own 
thoughts on the topic, but then we would get together as a classroom and 
have student led discussions. And so you saw another perspective so she 
[the instructor] aided and directed the conversation or was like the mediator 
asking questions (Karen). 
 

 The comments used to highlight teaching practices that students felt were 

of value did not include any conversation about online classes specifically. 

However, I felt it was important to include them in order to expand on the ways 

instructors may be able to continue incorporating writing and/or group discussions 

into the online WS classroom since these spaces allow for such pedagogical tools.  
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Student Activism and Technology 
 
Feminist education encourages, often requires, student participation in 

activism as part of traditional coursework. Therefore, one of the interview question 

prompts addressed how students participated in activism as part of course 

requirements as well as their own personal time. Considering that one of the goals 

of this research project is to discuss subversive ways that feminist educators can 

partake in both teaching and technology within academia, it is helpful to 

acknowledge the ways that students are conceptualizing and partaking in activism. 

Using technological mediums for activism was apparent in several face-to-face 

student narratives, while the opposite was true for online students.  

For instance, for a class project, Stephanie created a website of resources 

for the LGBTQ community. She said, “Thinking back, I did a website for LGBTQ 

people with resources and different things. I think it is still up. I took care of it for 

a couple years.” Additionally, Stephanie explained how her WS classes and 

instructors pushed her to be an activist: “I was nowhere near an activist before WS. 

I had passionate positions about things but I wasn't out raising awareness. Yeah, it 

was definitely WS and it was really my professors pushing me because my first 

couple terms I was so so shy.”  

Karen also did an activism project for one of her classes that included a 

blog. She explained, “We did a blog that was activism. We wrote a bunch of 

articles and did connecting things on the website.” Melinda also referred to one of 

her classroom assignments that included a Web 2.0 activism project. The 



  78 

assignment entailed tweeting a certain number of times per week about current 

events that modeled a social justice framework. After completing the course, she 

commented about the twitter project,  

I still have my twitter account and I still talk about women's issues and 
stuff. I kind of have looped that into facebook. I have tried to even out what 
I talk about like I try to not always talk about my personal day to day 
issues, but try to talk about what's going on in the world and women's 
issues. 
 

The use of the social media in the classroom as an activism project prompted 

Melinda to initiate her own project beyond classroom requirements. She explained,  

I started a facebook group called ‘You are Beautiful Sista, Welcome to the 
Sistahood’ and thought this would be a cool way to reach out to women. It 
was a simple message that you are beautiful and part of the sisterhood just 
because you are a woman, not because you are African-American or Native 
American but just the commonality that we are women and we can share 
these personal stories. I figured it would be a good outlet for women. 
 
Another type of media technology was used when David did an activism 

project for one of his WS classes: 

When taking women and sexuality, I created a video about sexual assault 
on college campuses. The reaction was really good and a lot of people 
enjoyed it and tried to spread it around through email and on facebook. It 
was kind of cool to see how that caught on and that it spread to so many 
people.  

 
In her first online WS class, Josie described her activism project by saying, 

 
Domestic violence is really close to home for me so I went and found a 
local shelter, which was a really awesome shelter. I went online and they 
actually had a thing where you can do a house party, like one of those 
candle parties or pampered chef parties, but it was about domestic violence. 
Someone from the shelter came from my work actually and did a 
presentation and I sent out emails and fliers to everybody at my work and 
my family and friends and invited them to this house party and they 
brought donations. They gave us a list of things to buy or you could just 
give money. We ended up raising over $400 and it was amazing. It was so 
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neat exposing people to that and it turned out really nice. I think I might do 
another one during summer when things calm down a little bit. 

 
Finally, Alison, a campus-based student taking an online course, said her activism 

project was to “work with FMLA [Feminist Majority Leadership Alliance] and we 

did our open mic night thing that I was working on with students on campus.” 

 This theme is important to connect the ways that face-to-face students 

incorporate online technologies into their feminist educational experiences and 

how the online students ventured beyond the virtual world to do their activism 

projects. A majority of face-to-face students described how technology played a 

key part in their activism projects for class by authoring blogs, using social media 

sites, and making videos shared on the Internet. Online students described how 

their activism was community based and did not express utilizing the Internet or 

other technologies as a primary outlet for their activism. 

Participatory versus Independent Learning 

 Participatory learning has been a key element of the feminist classroom, 

which prompted me to ask participants a question about whether or not they were 

able to participate in their own learning or the learning of their classmates. While 

previous comments have illustrated that aspects of participatory learning have 

caused students to feel valued, thus facilitating an increase in self-confidence, 

other aspects of participatory learning revolve around community and relationship 

building. However, these characteristics were typically not found among students 

who took online WS courses, rather their comments illustrate a classroom 

environment driven by independent learning. For example, Korina said,  
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I engaged more with my own learning than with theirs. I would say that 
with the discussion board you can get someone else's opinion and that 
might broaden your sense of the topic and I think that is beneficial. But, as 
far as kind of learning on my own, I think you have more opportunities for 
that. Just because you don't have somebody there telling you what to 
do...um, you have to be your own teacher basically. 

 
Josie similarly acknowledged how online courses involved less interaction. She 

said, “It's just a lot of reading and being exposed to a lot of different former 

activists and current activists and just learning about them. Online doesn't really, 

well, they just tell you what to read. They don't really give us any input so that's 

kind of a bummer.” Samantha also described how her online class experience had 

few interactions among her classmates, “I felt in my online class very 

disconnected. It was kind of just go online and do the assignments. It was very 

easy to get an A. I got a 100 percent in the class. I feel that I probably could have 

gotten a lot more out of personal contact with people.” Sabrina also discussed the 

differences in personal connections and learning between her face-to-face and 

online course experience: 

Definitely the online classes are not for everybody. Being in the classroom, 
you definitely get a different perspective than online because you get to 
hear other people’s opinions and get direct contact with the professor. In 
WS class, the professor is really dedicated to your personal learning and 
making sure you understand things and get your opinion heard and 
incorporating everybody's. The online perspective you kind of have that 
with the discussion board, but it is not quite as personal so people are not 
able to take it quite as in depth or as personal. 

In addition, when I asked Sabrina about her ability to participate in her own 

learning and contributing to others’ learning she responded, “Yes, I think so. I 

think that is one of the key points of the feminist classroom. Everyone is able to 
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contribute to each other’s learning. It’s personal growth and group growth.” When 

I asked if this was the same for her online classes she said, “I don't think you get 

the same time to get to share your opinions or feel like you are in a cohort to 

develop that comfortability. I just don't think it is quite as personal or that people 

gain as much from it.” Despite the limited aspects of community that these 

comments illustrate, Josie was able to offer one example of participatory learning 

in one of her online WS courses. She explained,  

Even though the instructors are not involved as much with the discussion 
board, the group is pretty small, but the students are able to connect with 
each other. Like, I wasn't a registered voter and other students on the 
discussion board kept urging me to register and we would all write back 
and forth. Then I decided to register, so that is one example where we all 
kind of learned from each other. 

Alison’s comments align with Josie and aspects of community building in the 

online classroom, but she personally felt disconnected from her peers since she had 

enrolled in the class near the end of her tenure in WS. She said,  

They seemed super connected to each other but I didn't really feel that way 
in particular but that's probably because I already knew a lot of the 
information. All of them seemed to really connect with each other and 
everyone felt comfortable enough so that the majority of students shared 
their personal stories. I assume that if they are allowing themselves to be 
that vulnerable that they definitely felt comfortable. 

Students also reflected on how online courses required them to be more 

self-motivated, which implies a connection to independent learning. When 

discussing how interactive instructors were to foster the learning environment, 

Josie noted,  

But online courses, you have to have to be disciplined and you have to be 
ahead of schedule. You have to look at the syllabus and plan accordingly 
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because if you don't, you are not going to succeed in an online course, 
whereas going to a class on campus; they are usually right in your face. 
You don't get that online unless maybe if you log on every day, but only as 
often as you log on so it is definitely all self-motivated for sure with a little 
bit of guidance.  

Alison also commented about this, recognizing that, “You have to be extremely 

self-disciplined but I like the idea of being my own boss, per se.” Julia discussed 

how her inability to be successful in her online class was due to her lack of self-

discipline. She stated, “I didn't know what it was really and I was going through a 

lot of things at that time and I was just like uhhhh I’m not really very disciplinary 

enough. I wasn't prepared.” Also acknowledging this aspect with a positive spin, 

Korina commented, “online you have to be your own advocate basically and get 

stuff done and if you have a question you need to take the initiative but as far as 

that I think if you take an online class you have more opportunities to kind of go 

outside of the boundaries.” 

Finally, albeit somewhat anecdotal, a couple participants offered additional 

comments at the conclusion of their interviews that demonstrated how community 

building impacted them on a personal level. Karen described how she had met her 

best friend in the introductory WS course she took on campus and Julia discussed 

how much she enjoyed side conversations she had with one of her classmates who 

she admitted she likely would not have talked to had it not been in a WS class.  

She wouldn't say stuff in class but she would talk to me about it and I really 
liked that. I opened myself up to her. It was the little connections you can 
make like that. Each person's journey is different and sometimes you just 
need to let your guard down just a little bit. Not just for your own sake but 
also for the knowledge you and others can gain doing it. 



  83 

Participatory learning is a significant characteristic of feminist pedagogy. 

The comments above from online students demonstrate how online WS courses 

promote more of an independent learning environment. Moreover, the concluding 

remarks came from students who were describing their face-to-face courses and 

how they valued aspects of relationship building in their educational experience.  

Online Classes Are Not For Me 
 
 Each participant was asked their personal opinion about offering the WS 

degree completely online, whether or not they had participated in WS courses 

online themselves. All participants agreed that the traditional face-to-face 

classroom would be the ideal way to obtain a WS degree. Their comments 

contained elements of concern about taking online classes, though most of them 

agreed that it was a good option to have for students unable to participate at the 

university’s main campus.  

Heather explains how she views online WS courses and alludes to 

something missing in the virtual classroom: “I think it works great for a lot of 

people and I think it’s really convenient for peoples schedules and but something 

gets lost out choosing not to take the face-to-face course.” Kendra also refers to a 

particular aspect of the feminist classroom that is missing online by saying, “I have 

taken online classes. Personally, I don't like them, but if I was in a busy lifestyle 

and I couldn't get to class, I would do it because I needed to get the course done. 

For the enrichment, I hope you tackle that.” She also touches on an interesting 
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aspect specific to online courses saying that in her experiences taking online 

courses,  

It was nice reading other people’s stuff that wouldn’t have spoken up in 
class. I would have taken online classes for that reason only, to read other 
people’s perspectives in the classroom that would not have come out in the 
traditional classroom. That’s the exciting part about online, the virtual 
world, you meet people on a different level. 

 
This reference is similar to Korina’s explanation mentioned previously about the 

ability to “speak” in the online classroom as opposed to feeling more silenced in a 

face-to-face course with 100 or more students. Still, Stephanie also mentioned 

concern for online WS students by saying,  

I feel like they would be missing out on some contact with students. You 
learn a lot from professors but you also learn a lot from students so it is 
really only effective if everyone is participating along. If you have limited 
discussion online then you are not getting enough out of it. Where 
traditional classroom, especially in WS, you are forced to talk and there is a 
lot of discussion that goes on and it is really hard to replicate online.   

 
Julia similarly insinuated that aspects of community building might be hard to 

produce in the online classroom. She said, “I think it is the relationship building. 

All of our relationships and having that deep discussion, that's what I have noticed 

most. It's about that deep connection in WS between the students.” 

Both Karen and Samantha had opinions about the online classroom and the 

costs associated with course enrollment. Karen described, “I think it is kind of 

crazy, at least for me. First off, I think it is silly that it cost more to take things 

online and that part really turned me off to online classes. That really irks me. I 

just don't like the idea of it.” Samantha also described being put off by the expense 

of online education,  
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Another point that I was thinking of while walking here was just the price 
of online classes. I had to pay separately out of pocket for the online class, 
which was you know, for a WS class we want to include people who can't 
come to campus for whatever reason. This cost was actually pretty difficult 
for me and that's why I am not taking anymore online classes. The cost was 
outrageous. I talked to the university but they just gave me the run around. 
I think it is interesting because we do use a lot of technology so all of these 
‘fees’ you are paying for in an online class, we are using technology 
anyways in our face to face classes.  
 

 Another common theme that emerged when students offered their opinions 

about the online degree program was a connection between action and learning. 

For example, David described his ability to be successful in a class: “My problem 

is that I am not very good with online classes because I like to go to classes as a 

checkpoint as to where I am at in the term.” Additionally, Melinda said, “I am the 

type of person who likes to get up and go. I don't feel motivated to do it. I need 

that extra step to actually learn something. When I am in the comfort of my home, 

I probably wouldn't take it as seriously.” Finally, Karen said she would not take an 

online class for her personal preferences: “No, I need that personal contact. I need 

to have it in my planner, I go to something and I do it. Action motivated me to 

learn.” 

 Even students who had taken several online courses, such as Korina, said 

she would prefer taking the face-to-face courses over the online degree. She 

explained, “I can do either it's just that I like to have more of the face-to-face time 

with the teacher and be able to have a good conversation with the teacher versus 

just over email. So I would say if I had to choose between online or in class I 
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would do in class, definitely.” Samantha responded with appreciation for the 

opportunity to take her online class because of personal needs: 

If I was just going to compare the two, I would say that I really like the 
idea of having online courses. The reason I took it was because I had a 
family issue and I needed to be at home. I feel like I didn't get as much out 
of the class but I was so happy that I had the opportunity to take it. 

 
Finally, Josie, who has only taken WS classes online, says “I really like online 

classes,” but then added, “It is kind of frustrating, well maybe disappointing, that 

you don't get that one on one with people.” However, while some participants 

cited action and motivation to attend a face-to-face class as necessary for their 

success, Josie considered the ability to not attend class regularly and to do 

homework on her own personal time as the “luxury of taking online classes.” 

Alison also enjoyed this aspect of the online classroom, saying, “I love them 

because I get to do things on my own time and I get to decide when and where I do 

things.” 

Overall, participants pointed to a preference for face-to-face courses, while 

acknowledging the advantages of offering an online WS degree for students who 

cannot otherwise obtain an education. Some students who took online courses 

described the expense being a turn-off, while additional online students enjoyed 

the flexible scheduling of online courses. Both face-to-face students and online 

students agreed that community and relationship building were lacking in the 

online classroom, which influenced their negative opinion about the online WS 

degree program.  
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 It is also important to understand the motivations for students to take online 

courses, especially considering that most of them indicated a preference for face-

to-face courses. Out of the seven students who took online courses, three of them 

enrolled in online WS classes due to scheduling conflicts with their on campus 

courses; two of them opted for online courses out of convenience for personal 

reasons; one student took additional online courses over the summer to earn credits 

towards graduation; and finally, Josie, the only online degree WS major of the 

sample, was geographically bound in a city approximately 60 miles from the 

university’s main campus, where she worked a full time job and raised her two 

daughters as a single parent—she felt that online was her only choice for obtaining 

a college degree.  

Discussion 

 This chapter reviewed themes evident from participant interview 

narratives. Specifically, themes that were addressed included: (a) feminist 

awakening, (b) the feminist teacher, (c) emotions in the classroom, (d) speaking 

up, (e) teaching practices, (f) student activism and technology, (g) online classes 

are not for me, and (h) participatory versus independent learning. Participant 

comments were used to illustrate these themes. My original research inquiry was 

to illustrate the experiences of women’s studies students in the feminist classroom 

and to delineate any similarities or differences in the virtual feminist classroom. 

The following paragraphs will connect findings from participant comments to 

existing literature centered around my initial research questions. 
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Research Question 1: Do students experience characteristics of 
empowering feminist pedagogy identified in the literature in both face-to-
face and online classrooms? 
 
Hoffman and Stake (2001) offer four concrete characteristics of feminist 

pedagogy from their empirical study where they surveyed more than 100 (n=105) 

instructors who endorsed feminist pedagogy in their classrooms. They identified 

the following characteristics: “creation of a participatory classroom, validation of 

personal experiences, encouragement of social understanding and activism, and 

development of critical thinking skills/open-mindedness” (p. 79). It is clear that 

participants experienced many of these elements in their face-to-face WS 

classroom. However, these findings were not as consistent in the online WS 

classroom, where participant narratives describe that there was less emphasis on 

participatory learning, emotional tension, and relationships among peers and 

instructors in online classrooms.  

Information about participatory learning was gathered from participants 

who took WS classes in both environments. Students of traditional face-to-face 

courses acknowledged how instructors’ teaching practices, grounded in respect 

towards students and enthusiasm for the material, helped foster a participatory 

learning environment. The facilitation of group discussion and validation of lived 

experiences helped promote this as well, and will be expanded below. 

Unfortunately, students taking online classes did not describe this type of learning 

environment, nor did they feel that they had similar relationships with their 

instructors. These students predominantly were disappointed with the lack of 
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interaction with the instructor and with their peers, alluding to their educational 

experience as being independent, not participatory. This is problematic since key 

elements of feminist pedagogy rest on community building and participatory 

learning in the construction of knowledge, the support needed for emotional 

disclosure, and the modeling of non-oppressive behaviors by the instructor. 

Most students felt that their experiences were valued in both their online 

and face-to-face courses, but women of color spoke about sometimes feeling 

marginalized in their traditional WS classrooms and they were apprehensive to 

confirm that their experiences were validated by the instructor and/or students in 

most of their experiences. Also, it is important to acknowledge how Melinda, for 

example, explained that her confidence grew out of participation in a course with a 

topic devoted specifically to women of color. The women of color in this study 

were unable to comment about this aspect in the online classroom. Education has 

been heavily critiqued and theorized as a Western, white, patriarchal institution 

(Mohanty, 2003; Hill Collins, 2000; hooks, 1990, Elenes, 2001), which 

underscores the structural racism affirming their experiences. I recommend this as 

an area for future research to discuss aspects of identity markers and visibility and 

how marginalization may occur similarly or differently in the online WS 

classroom. 

Research Question 2: If and how are students impacted after having taken 
one or several women’s studies courses? 
 
Participant narratives consider the ability to develop confidence and feel 

empowered after having taken WS courses. An interesting finding under this 
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theme was the evidence of empowerment and confidence connected to the 

opportunity to speak in class. Since this theme was predominantly grounded by 

participants who took face-to-face courses, little is known from this research study 

about the connection between empowerment and speaking and the limitations in 

the online classroom. However, one participant, Korina, did feel that her “voice” 

was heard in the virtual classroom environment, where she confessed to being 

typically shy and not as participatory in her larger traditional classrooms. Since 

one of the primary goals of a feminist education is to empower students to make 

change, we must discuss how this can be facilitated through limited speaking 

exercises in the online classroom. It appears, as noted in Josie’s comments, that the 

impact of the feminist classroom is heavily grounded in the learning material, 

rather than the ability to speak in class. Finally, it is necessary to acknowledge the 

ableist assumptions that may arise when correlating empowerment with the ability 

to speak in a classroom. I am not suggesting that this is the only way that 

empowerment is fostered in WS courses, but acknowledging that it was a 

predominant theme in this sample of participants.  

The incorporation of activism projects in both online and face-to-face 

courses was evident through participant narratives. Each student discussed their 

own involvement with activist projects required as classroom assignments and the 

types of activism they participated in beyond the classroom. The use of technology 

was prevalent in their activist work, insinuating that students are engaging with 

new technologies and using them as subversive feminist practice. I find this 
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particularly interesting when thinking about adopting cyberfeminist pedagogies in 

the classroom in order to build community and participate in activist projects in an 

online WS classroom.  

 The use of critical thinking was evident in both online and face-to-face 

courses and was an important skill that students cited after having taken one or 

more WS classes. Students of face-to-face courses typically associated writing and 

group discussion as significant parts to developing skills for critical thinking. A 

number of times, participants referenced the ability to build ideas upon one other 

in a group setting and how this helped them determine their own opinions and 

attitudes about particular topics. For online courses, use of the discussion board 

was the only space available to have group dialogue. A few participants of the 

online classes described this space positively, but acknowledged limitations it can 

bring as well. Regarding the limitations, several participants addressed how 

important tense moments were in the classroom. Participants also acknowledged 

how this would be limited or non-existent in the online classroom. Tension in the 

WS classroom is usually a result of the diverse background and identities of 

students discussing emotionally and politically charged topics (hooks, 2010). 

Author and WS instructor Natalie Jolly (2006) argues that use of online 

technologies, blogs specifically, can actually diffuse these classroom tensions for 

the better, giving students opportunities to write more respectful comments on the 

web and value each other in a way that doesn’t get obscured in in-class 

conversations. Furthermore, as Mohanty (2003) points out, conflict, or in this case 
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“tension,” operates in the classroom primarily around understandings of race and 

gender difference. Perhaps the lack of visible identity markers or self-identification 

in the online classroom disrupts oppositional understandings of difference, making 

it appear to be a less tense classroom environment. Theorizing about subjectivities 

in relation to the discourses of knowledge in the online classroom should be 

included in future scholarship. This is especially urgent and connected to my 

previous recommendation about the need to acknowledge how marginalization of 

students of color may occur in the online classroom.  

Research Question 3: Do online students experience similar or difference 
impacts compared to the face-to-face students? 
 
The previous section identified ways that online students acknowledged 

different characteristics of feminist pedagogy in their virtual classrooms. Because 

of the limited number of participants in this study who took exclusively online 

courses, it is difficult to suggest that online WS students have equivalent 

transformative experiences as a result of the content and learning environment 

fostered in the online feminist classroom. However, some of the distinct 

differences that online students, who were primarily students of a hybrid of both 

face-to-face and online courses, did suggest that the outcomes would not be as 

transformative or impactful when taking an online WS course. For instance, 

participant narratives alluded to the online classroom offering an independent 

learning experience. It is important to question how an independent learning 

environment can foster empathy towards others, which remains a central goal of 

feminist pedagogy in order to build coalitions and make social change (Hill 
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Collins, 2000). Moreover, building a classroom community encourages students to 

communicate and question each other respectfully, making sense of the material 

and their own political understandings (Torrens & Riley, 2004). Finally, a 

participatory learning environment assures students that they are not alone, and are 

essentially cared for, during the process of self-actualization that occurs in the 

feminist classroom (hooks, 1994).  

The feelings of disconnectedness among students and the instructor that 

participants described in their online WS courses, lead me to believe that students 

taking online WS are not impacted in similar ways when compared to their face-

to-face peers. Attempts to ameliorate these factors should be considered in future 

research studies that assess the ways that students are impacted in their online 

courses. In fact, it may be appropriate to contemplate how community based 

programs may have potential to offer similar aspects of participatory learning as 

evidenced by the types of involvement and activism that online students appear to 

be doing for their class projects. On the other hand, sending students away from 

the classroom environment to achieve this aspect of community poses concern for 

the way growth and learning can be facilitated by the instructor. It may be useful 

to ask questions about incorporating activism projects using online technologies so 

that students can work together under the guidance of the instructor, potentially 

fostering a feminist participatory learning environment.  
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Research Question 4: What are the individual student opinions of the 
university’s online women’s studies degree program? 
 

 Students largely agreed that they would prefer to obtain a WS degree on 

campus or possibly a hybrid of both types of courses, except for the one participant 

who is studying exclusively online and recognizes her limited educational options. 

I would suggest that the perceptions of students who prefer the face-to-face course 

are a result of three things. First, most of them have limited experience in online 

WS courses that influences the way they view and value online courses. In fact, 

students like Korina, Sabrina, and Josie who have taken several online WS 

courses, spoke positively about their online educational experiences. Second, 

while most participants agreed that the online degree was useful, and a great 

option for people who could not otherwise get to the main university campus, 

these students are not bound to or currently experiencing any type of restriction in 

obtaining their degrees. In other words, they are mostly traditional students who 

are able to devote most of their time to being in school. Third, the perception that 

online education is inferior may also stem from the department’s lack of credence 

and support given to the online program. This intertwines with many problems 

reviewed in chapter 2 and is not necessarily a direct result of the faculty in the 

program, but rather overarching institutional problems. However, having worked 

in the program for almost two years, I have witnessed disparaging attitudes toward 

our online courses from some faculty members and in department practices. For 

example, tenure track faculty rarely teach online courses and graduate teaching 

assistants who are considered “less skilled” are now being placed in online courses 
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prior to having a teaching assignment in a face-to-face classroom (Persell, 2002). 

Additionally, required major courses that are offered online are not transferable for 

students who elect to have an on campus WS degree. This directly limits the way 

that on campus students can participate, and possibly, enrich the online WS 

courses.  
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Chapter 5: Conclusion 
 

 
This research study has contributed to the limited scholarship available on 

feminist pedagogy in the online classroom, while also recognizing the experiences 

and opinions of current women’s studies students. As I acknowledge in previous 

chapters, the introduction of online education into the university is a result of the 

increasing corporatization and privatization of the U.S. academy primarily 

motivated by market-based ideology. Because of the known outcomes that a 

privatized, capitalist, profit driven model has on women and other marginalized 

groups, I have joined other feminist scholars eager to address the ways that we are 

participating and perpetuating these forces. Hopefully, we might also be 

subverting these forces in the interest of social justice. This is of particular concern 

because of the presence of women as a majority of students in online education 

and as part-time adjunct faculty predominantly teaching these courses. Moreover, 

as online education continues to grow and play a bigger role in university 

academics, we must reflect on how technology plays a part in connecting the 

university with economic development and identify how the production of 

knowledge as a “political and discursive practice” (Mohanty, 2003, p. 19) is 

embedded with power, even within feminist scholarship.  

In this way, as feminist scholars, we must ask how our involvement with 

the production of knowledge through our scholarship and teaching in the U.S. 

academy will either replicate the corporatization of the university or potentially 

provide subversive possibilities to develop “feminism without borders.” Mohanty 
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(2003) suggests, transnational feminist critiques are necessary within the rhetoric 

of the Western, increasingly corporatized, university where women of the Global 

North are situated in positions of privilege to regulate, highlight, and define work 

of feminists in the Global South. While this is one significant concern that arises 

within the field of women’s studies, it is also important to discuss how the 

university as a social institution maintains and (re)produces hegemonic knowledge 

within the geographic borders of the United States that permeates across borders 

via various technologies. Specifically, I want to consider how online education 

will influence understandings and representations of communities and women of 

the Global South through the saturation of hegemonic Western knowledge. 

When discussing national identity formation in Canada based upon the 

exclusion and targeted bodies of Muslim women, Zine (2009) explains how 

“disciplining culture” is one element to maintaining a “hegemonic cultural 

identity” (p. 152). Zine explains how maintaining such a cultural identity relies on 

disciplinary practices occurring through “technologies that produce and reproduce 

social and cultural norms” (p. 152). Arguably, in the context of the U.S., education 

acts as one channel to discipline culture that is specifically tied to the state in terms 

of funding as well as ideologies around nation-building and social norms. 

Globalization and technology, thus online distance education programs, provide 

opportunities to distribute these practices on a broader scale. Naples (2003) refers 

to globalization as, “global economic restructuring of capitalism” and addresses 

how it has been used to discuss the “movement of peoples, information, and 
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consumer culture” (p. 7). Incorporating this definition of globalization that 

includes the movement of information along with Zine’s argument about 

disciplining culture through various technologies, it is clear how the combination 

of education and technology are significantly influential in reinforcing and 

maintaining the production of Western hegemonic knowledge, and therefore 

culture, in the U.S. and across the world. Furthermore, Mohanty asserts, the 

academy is a site of particular significance through research and teaching because 

it serves to “produce, reinforce, recreate, resist, and transform ideas about race, 

gender, and difference” (p. 194), which fosters representations of cultural identity, 

national identity, and Western hegemonic norms. In other words, our critical 

engagement as feminists with the academy as a social institution and site of 

teaching, learning, and knowledge production needs to be committed to our local 

praxis—including our online classrooms. We must understand how students are 

impacted through effective pedagogical tools, particularly in their online women’s 

studies courses, in positive ways so they continue to be empowered to make 

change against a system of domination and exploitation. This is especially 

significant as online women’s studies programs grow and students register for 

courses in various parts of the world.  

For educators, feminist pedagogy has been a catalyst for implementing 

personal transformation as well as a practice for disrupting normative power 

structures and the marginalization that occurs in institutions of higher education. If 

feminist education provides a space to foster empowerment within students about 
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social justice issues, then online courses should ideally offer the same student 

outcomes. The findings in this research study point to a level of inconsistency 

among students who have taken online women’s studies courses. Most notably, 

student experiences elicited concerns about the lack of community building and 

connection to the instructor and other learners in their virtual classrooms. This 

raises additional concerns about participatory learning, valuing the experiences of 

others, and the construction of knowledge, all of which are characteristics valued 

in a feminist classroom. Future research should offer a more comprehensive look 

at instructor best practices implementing feminist pedagogy in the virtual 

classroom. Additional qualitative studies offering more breadth of student 

experiences in their online women’s studies classrooms, in the U.S. and abroad, 

would be useful considering this study was done in a narrow scope at one 

university with few participants having taken online women’s studies courses. 

More nuanced theories of identity in the virtual classroom need attention too in 

order to understand the ways that subjectivity and the construction of knowledge is 

implemented through identity politics. Finally, future research endeavors should 

incorporate studies about the online women’s studies classroom and usage of 

pedagogical tools such as social networking sites that have the potential to build 

community and create opportunities for identity sharing. It is my hope that this 

study has at least offered a compilation of useful frameworks to consider for 

students, instructors, and administrators undertaking or participating in online 

women’s studies programs. Furthermore, I hope that this will lead to future 
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discussions about online education and feminist praxis in order to ameliorate an 

area that is considered a viable option for our students’ educational development 

but has been marginalized, and often devalued, within feminist academic 

discourse. 
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Attachment A: Student Recruitment Letter 
 
 
Dear Women Studies Student, 
 
My name is Andrea Doyle and I am a graduate student in Women Studies.  I want 
to invite you to participate in a research study gathering information from Women 
Studies students who have taken the WS223 and/or the WS224 courses.  You were 
sent this letter because you have been listed as a Women Studies major or minor 
and are part of the WS program list serve.  This study is being conducted by the 
OSU Women Studies program by a research team consisting of myself and 
professor, Dr. Janet Lee.  The overall purpose of our study is to investigate the 
effectiveness of feminist pedagogy on students enrolled in both online and on-
campus Women Studies courses.    
 
As feminists and educators in the discipline of Women Studies, we believe that 
your experiences as students are vital to understanding the outcomes and 
effectiveness of various instructional methods, particularly in an online classroom. 
Your responses will contribute to a collaborative learning process and can 
ultimately help inform others about how students may be impacted by topics 
covered in Women Studies courses.    
 
You are being asked to participate in this research project, which involves 
collecting interviews with students who have previously taken the WS 223 and/or 
224 courses either online or as an on-campus course.  
 
Your participation in this study is completely voluntary. If you agree to participate 
now, but choose to withdraw from the study at a later point, you may do so, again 
without any consequences.  The direct benefits to you for participating in this 
study are limited.  The most significant benefit lies in getting to use your voice to 
contribute to the body of knowledge on this topic.  However, your participation 
would constitute an important societal benefit in that findings would be helpful for 
Women Studies instructors of online courses as well as future students.   
 
As a prior student in the introductory WS classes, you are eligible to participate in 
this study.  Although, you must be at least 18 years of age to participate.  
Interviews (whether telephone or face-to-face) will be audio recorded and anyone 
not willing to be audio recorded should not continue. If you are interested in 
participating, you may click on the hyperlink at the conclusion of this email.  
In doing so, you will be directed to the website displaying further explanation 
of this research study and an electronic option for you to provide consent to 
participate in this study.   
 



  111 

Once you have agreed to participate in this study, your acceptance will lead you to 
an area to provide your contact information and preference for your interview time 
and location. For further questions about this study, please contact me via the 
information listed below. If you have questions as you read the explanation of the 
research study or at any time during the research process, please feel free to ask 
me via phone or email. 

 
Thank you for considering our request for your participation. 
 
Sincerely, 
Andrea Doyle 
Graduate Student Researcher 
 
*Hyperlink to read explanation of research study and review informed consent 
document in order to participate in this study:      
http://www.surveymonkey.com/s/WSinterviews 
 
Research Contact Information: 
 
Dr. Janet Lee    Andrea Doyle 
(541)737-6132    (503)881-6488 
jlee@oregonstate.edu   doylea@onid.orst.edu 
 
For additional questions or concerns, please contact the university’s Institutional 
Review Board: 
Telephone: (541) 737-8008 Email: irb@oregonstate.edu 
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Attachment B: Explanation of Research Study 
 
 
Project Title: The Impact of Feminist Pedagogy on Students 

Enrolled in Online Women’s Studies Courses 
 
Principal Investigator:  Janet Lee, Ph D. 
Student Researcher:   Andrea Doyle 
Version Date:    November 2, 2010 
 

 
 
The purpose of this study is to gather information on feminist instructional 
practices for online Women’s Studies courses.  This involves understanding the 
impact of these various instructional practices on students who have taken online 
Women’s Studies courses as well as those students who have also taken on-
campus courses. This study has the potential to inform professionals who work in 
the discipline of Women’s Studies including those who teach online courses.  This 
study will also highlight the effectiveness of feminist pedagogy in the virtual 
classroom in creating social change and understanding among students.  Findings 
from this study will be submitted for professional presentations and publications. 
 
You are being invited to take part in this study because you have been a student in 
either of the “Women: Self and Society” (WS 223) or “Women: Personal and 
Social Change” (WS 224) introductory courses online and/or on-campus during 
previous terms.  You were contacted because you are listed as a WS major or 
minor at Oregon State University according to the WS program.  The first 40 
participants to respond will be interviewed.     
 
If you decide to participate in this study, the time involved is brief. You need only 
read the information on this webpage and identify whether you would like to 
participate in the interviewing process.  You will be provided an opportunity to 
select what type of interview you would prefer as well as a preference for time and 
location of the interview. The student researcher will contact you to schedule the 
interview.  The interview should take approximately 30 minutes or less.  
 
One possible risk for this study involves accidental disclosure of participants’ 
identities.  However, this risk is minimal in that data will be stored in a secure, 
password protected online location and the responses of participants will be 
indentified by code numbers and/or pseudonyms in order to remain confidential. 
 
We do not know if you will benefit from being in this study.  However, you may 
derive satisfaction from having the opportunity to use your voice to add to the 
body of knowledge on the topics in question.  We hope that, in the future, other 
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people will benefit from this study because your input will help inform instructors 
who teach online Women’s Studies courses.  Your participation may also benefit 
future students by providing a better understanding of how instructors can continue 
to implement feminist instructional methods that have proven to be empowering 
for students. 
 
You will not be paid for being in this research study. 
 
The information you provide during this research study will be kept confidential to 
the extent permitted by law.  Research records will be stored securely and only 
researchers will have access to the records.  Federal regulatory agencies and the 
Oregon State University Institutional Review Board (a committee that reviews and 
approves research studies) may inspect and copy records pertaining to this 
research.  Some of these records could contain information that personally 
identifies you.  
 
If the results of this project are published, your identity will not be made public. 
 
If you choose to participate in this study, you will be asked to provide your name 
so that we can contact you for the interview. However, to help ensure 
confidentiality, we will identify your interview statements from which we extract 
data by code numbers rather than by name.  Confidentiality of participants will be 
maintained by the researchers on password protected computers in the Women 
Studies office.  The online site used for obtaining your interview contact 
information is password protected and responses are only accessible to the 
researchers.  The graduate student researcher will randomly assign identification 
numbers (01, 02…40) to both hard and electronic documents, keeping the link file 
of names and numbers in a separate, secure location.  When the data are published 
or presented at professional conferences, you will not be identified by your true 
name. You will either be referred to by a participant number or by a pseudonym 
unrelated to your own name. 
 
Participation in this study is voluntary.  If you decide to participate, you are free to 
withdraw at any time without penalty.  You will not be treated differently if you 
decide to stop taking part in the study. If you choose to withdraw from this project 
before it ends, the researchers may keep information collected about you and this 
information may be included in study reports. 
 
If you choose to withdraw from this project before it ends, please contact either 
member of the research team.  Choosing to withdraw from the study in this case 
would entail having your data removed from the study if the results have not 
already been presented and/or published.  
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If you choose to participate in the study, but are uncomfortable with answering 
certain questions in the interview, you are free to skip those questions or just say, “ 
I prefer not to answer.” 
 
If you have questions about your rights or welfare as a participant, please contact 
the Oregon State University Institutional Review Board (IRB) Office, at (541) 
737-8008 or by email at IRB@oregonstate.edu 
 
By clicking the box labeled, “I Agree,” at the bottom of this webpage, you are 
indicating that you are willing to participate in this study and be contacted for an 
interview.  It also indicates that this study has been explained to you, that your 
questions have been answered, that you agree to take part in this study, and that 
you are at least 18 years or older.  If you would like to receive a copy of this form, 
email Andrea Doyle at doylea@onid.orst.edu.  
 
Thank you. 
 
Research Contact Information: 
 
Dr. Janet Lee 
Professor 
(541)737-6132 
jlee@oregonstate.edu   
 
Andrea Doyle 
Graduate Student Researcher 
(503)881-6488 
doylea@onid.orst.edu 
 
For additional questions or concerns, please contact the university’s Institutional 
Review Board: 
Telephone: (541) 737-8008 
Email: irb@oregonstate.edu 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



  115 

Attachment C: Interview Questionnaire 
 
 

1. How many Women Studies classes have you taken (either online or face‐to‐face)? 
 

2. How many online Women Studies classes have you taken? 
 

3. Tell me about your personal journey to feminism and/or women studies... 
 

4. Did the intro class help you decide to enlist as a WS major or minor? 
 

5. Do you identify as a feminist? 
 

6. How did/does your women studies classes contribute or inform your feminism? 
 

7. For both an on‐campus and e‐campus course: What did you like best about the 
instructor’s teaching practices? 

 
8. Did you feel as though you were able to participate in your own learning as well as 

contribute to other students' learning in either your online or face‐to face class? 
 

9. At any point during the class did you feel that your personal experience(s) was/were 
valued by the instructor or other students? 

 
10. After completing the class do you feel as though you have a better understanding of 

social structures and relationships in terms of gender, race, sexuality, and/or class 
than you had prior to taking this class? 

 
11. Did this class provide you with opportunities for critical thinking? 

 
12. Did you do any type of activism related projects or participate in your own feminist 

activism outside of class? 
 

13. Please take this opportunity to comment on any of the topics involving participatory 
learning, personal experiences, social understanding, and/or critical thinking. 

 
14. Is there anything else you would like to tell me about your experiences with 

feminism, Women Studies, or your expectations or outcomes for the introductory 
class? 
 

15. What is your opinion or attitude towards the online women studies degree? 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