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Empowering Faculty and Administrators to Re-Imagine a 

Socially Just Institution through Use of Critical Pedagogies 
 

 

Abstract 

 
Oregon State University received an NSF-supported ADVANCE Institutional Transformation 

award several years ago. The innovation and core of the project is a 60-hour seminar for STEM 

faculty and administrators, most of whom have positional authority. The ADVANCE seminar 

addresses the need for ideological and structural changes across the university grounded in an 

intersectional understanding of identity and social structures. Participants are introduced to 

theories of systems of oppression and encouraged to reflect on their own location within 

structures of power and privilege. Critical pedagogies are particularly useful in challenging 

participants to explore structural inequities within the university, to examine how policies, 

procedures, and practices have been constructed in ways that reproduce hierarchy and 

dominance, and to imagine a transformed future in which institutional structures and individual 

behaviors are socially just. This paper describes two types of transformative learning practices 

that have been found particularly effective in helping ADVANCE seminar participants meet 

learning outcomes: critical imagery and messaging analysis, and the theatre of the oppressed. 

Specific examples of each type of transformative learning practice are presented and discussed, 

and transformative outcomes that can be linked to seminar participation presented. 

 

Introduction 

 

Women have historically been underrepresented within the ranks of tenured or tenure-track 

faculty with Science, Technology, Engineering, and Mathematics (STEM) disciplines [1]. This is 

especially so at higher academic ranks. The National Science Foundation (NSF) has recognized 

this issue and has been funding Institutional Transformation (IT) projects geared towards 

remedying this shortcoming.  In fall 2014 Oregon State University (OSU) received such an 

award, created OREGON STATE ADVANCE, and established its overarching goal to serve as a 

catalyst for advancing the study and practice of equity, inclusion, and social justice for women 

and others from historically underrepresented groups who are STEM tenured or tenure-track 

faculty. OREGON STATE ADVANCE’s efforts to shift power relations and restructure 

institutional arrangements are guided by three major objectives: 1) Influence academic 

recruitment and promotion policies and practices to assure equitable, inclusive, and just 

advancement; 2) Contribute to an institutional climate that reflects a shared value for equity, 

inclusion, and justice; and 3) Provoke faculty and administrators’ personal awareness of 

difference, power, and discrimination in the academy and actions that contribute to equitable, 

inclusive, and just treatment.   

 

Theoretical underpinnings  
Theories of systems of oppression understand institutions, such as OSU, as places within larger 

intersecting systems of sexism, racism, classism, heterosexism, ableism, and ageism that 

reproduce and maintain hierarchies based on differences of gender, race, class, sexual identity, 

among other socially constructed identities. Intersectionality is a term first designated by Critical 

Race theorist and Black feminist scholar Kimberlé Crenshaw to describe the social and legal 



position of Black women who are simultaneously and multiply marginalized by systems of 

racism and sexism [2]. Intersectionality is essential to understanding the ways that systems of 

oppression function and interact. The ideologies and institutional structures that sustain 

oppression are often invisible, particularly to those who hold social advantage based on social 

and cultural identities and yet they produce concrete consequences that maintain power and 

privilege in the hands of the dominant group [3]-[5]. For example, research suggests that subtle 

and hidden barriers that result from systems of oppression affect hiring and promotion of women 

faculty in general and women of color faculty in particular [6]. These barriers are even more 

evident at research extensive universities, like OSU [7]. 

 

One of the consequences of privilege for those in dominant groups is that one is able to 

experience one’s own perspectives and experiences as normal and “human” rather than 

gendered, racialized, classed, etc. One is then able to function rather easily out of this 

perspective, assuming that one’s behaviors reflect generic human behavior [8]. For members of 

subordinate groups, however, the experience of multiple barriers that are not accidental or 

incidental but are systematic and interrelated means that options are limited and movement is 

restricted [9]. This system of barriers is complicated by the intersections of various forms of 

difference, which are not simply additive but give shape to individual and groups’ experiences of 

oppression [3],[5]. The issue, however, is not one of seeing the situation as made “worse” by 

these intersecting oppressions. Refusing to rank oppressions or create hierarchies of oppression 

is essential to dismantling oppressive systems [10]. Attention to differences among women is 

central to the work of systemic transformation. 

 

Systems of oppression are structured along three dimensions: the individual, the symbolic, and 

the institutional [5]. The individual dimension has to do with how gender, race, class, etc. frame 

our personal biographies and the ways we participate in institutions and relationships. The 

symbolic dimension acknowledges the impact of ideologies, especially as they take shape in 

language and stereotypes, in reproducing hierarchies. Finally, the institutional dimension names 

the systematic ways social institutions, such as higher education, structure relationships that 

maintain power and privilege or confer subordination [5]. Each activity of OREGON STATE 

ADVANCE addresses one or more of these dimensions with the goal of disrupting systems of 

oppression by challenging them at individual, symbolic, and institutional levels. Achieving 

institutional transformation within this theoretical context means working to shift power relations 

and restructure institutional arrangements by disrupting the invisibility of power and privilege for 

those who benefit from these arrangements, and building egalitarian structures that change the 

ways people interact—from the hiring process to promotion and tenure to advancement of 

women into leadership. Research suggests that successful institutional transformation must target 

the “mechanisms that produce inequality” [11]. We argue that such transformation must also 

target mechanisms that produce inequity, as well as address the needs of individual women.  

 

Approach: The ADVANCE faculty seminar 

 

The core activity and innovation for this transformation at OSU is the 60-hour ADVANCE 

seminar for STEM faculty and administrators. The seminar provides a facilitated immersion 

experience to 12-15 participants over the course of 9 days (6 hours a day interrupted only by a 

long 3-day weekend) and involves further follow-up sessions. Through readings, lectures, films, 



discussions, and experiential activities, this seminar introduces participants to theories of systems 

of oppression. It also asks participants to engage in personal reflection about their own locations 

in relation to power and privilege, and challenges them to examine how policies, procedures, and 

institutional practices have been constructed in ways that reproduce hierarchy and dominance. It 

further provides opportunities to explore structural inequities within the university and to 

imagine a transformed future in which institutional structures and personal behaviors are both 

professionally and personally life-affirming for all people across their differences. Specifically, 

the seminar addresses the need for ideological and structural changes across the university in an 

effort to realize gender equity that is attentive to differences among women. That is to say, the 

seminar advances a framework for equity that is grounded in an intersectional understanding of 

both identity and social structures [2],[12]. Recognizing that gaining an understanding of 

inequity is necessary, but not sufficient, for institutional transformation, participants complete 

the seminar with an Action Plan that applies their new knowledge to practices within their sphere 

of influence. The OREGON STATE ADVANCE leadership team follows up with participants 

through quarterly all-cohort gatherings, and connects individuals across colleges who propose 

similar actions. 

 

The power of the seminar for institutional transformation comes in large part from its 

“sensemaking” of personal experiences of discrimination within institutions. Literature on 

general institutional transformation suggests that sensemaking is an important factor in 

successful transformation.  Researchers have found a number of effective strategies for 

institutional change in higher education: solid administrative leadership; collaboration; good 

communication; engaging vision; long-range orientation; and support strategies [13]-[16]. What 

makes these strategies effective is that they make sense of change for constituents [17]. 

Sensemaking allows people to construct and accept significant new understandings of the 

institution and then act in ways that are consonant with the new understanding [18]-[21]. People 

make sense of power through ideologies they already bring to the seminar from their own social 

locations. By using systems of oppression theories as a consistent thread throughout the project, 

we help faculty and administrators make a different kind of sense of the experiences of 

subjugated populations at OSU and help them act (personally and institutionally) in ways that 

reflect the sense they have made of the situation [22],[23].  

 

Critical pedagogies 

 

Critical pedagogies emphasize social and political critique and subsequent engagement in 

collective action to disrupt oppressive systems [24],[25]. These practices are used in the 

ADVANCE seminar to help participants examine how STEM culture has been constructed in 

ways that reproduces hierarchy and dominance along each of the three dimensions of oppression. 

They are also used to motivate participants to actively re-imagine structures, practices and 

relationships that are socially just. Two types of transformative learning approaches have been 

found particularly effective in helping ADVANCE seminar participants meet learning outcomes: 

critical analysis of imagery and messaging, and Theatre of the Oppressed. Each of these methods 

will be discussed below. 

 

 

 



Critical analysis of imagery and messaging 

Stereotypes, understood as shared beliefs about who people are and what they should be, are 

deeply rooted in our language as well as displayed in imagery. When workplace environments 

are saturated with images suggesting that some are more welcome than others, the result can be 

greater biases in the way people are treated in that workplace [26]. The ADVANCE seminar 

involves learning activities to address the symbolic dimension of oppression, including 

instruction in critique of institutional messages conveyed through both images and language. 

While images from university marketing materials, as well as OSU STEM-specific materials 

from marketing, digital advertising boards, and laboratories are used in the seminar, here we use 

two more general STEM images for illustrative purposes. Early in the seminar, participants 

receive brief instruction on important components of image analysis. Obvious observations of 

who is represented in an image and who is not (based on assumed visible difference - usually 

along lines of gender, race, visible (dis)ability, among others) are important, but critical analysis 

pushes beyond this. We encourage participants to identify what elements or people are centrally 

located in the visual field and which are situated at the periphery, and to take note of lighting and 

shadowing, focus and blurred features, and the camera angle, as these techniques are often used 

to draw the viewer’s gaze.  

 

Another central feature to critical analysis of images and language is identifying when 

techniques have been used that dehumanize people. Roberts [27] claims that in order for 

oppression to exist, a dynamic human being must be fragmented such that a particular trait of the 

person is extracted and then elevated to stand as though it were the sum of the whole self. All 

other aspects and characteristics of this person are forgotten, diminished or pushed into the 

background. Illustrations of this can be identified across the myriad of differences among 

humans (gender, race, age, abilities, religion, etc.) and is reflective of Martin Buber’s [28] I-It 

perspective. In particular, Buber argues that when people relate to one another in a manner that 

reduces whole, dynamic selves into individual and discrete characteristics or isolated qualities 

they are interacting in a subject-to-object way, which reduces both people’s humanity. For 

example, if an African American is walking across the campus of a predominantly white 

university, the skin color of this person will be noticed immediately and, in most cases, elevation 

of this characteristic reduces the person to this "thing," which then is what the person becomes 

[27]. This fragmentation of whole dynamic selves allows for the possibility of a value hierarchy 

to be enforced where those with social, political, and economic power define norms by which 

others are compared. Enhancing seminar participants’ capacities to identify techniques used to 

dehumanize people is an outcome we seek. The most obvious and straightforward examples can 

be noted when humans are represented as possessing characteristic of “less evolved” animals 

such as apes. This type of imagery can be linked back to ideologies promoted through scientific 

racism and social Darwinism [29]. Recent media examples would include Pamela Ramsey Taylor 

describing Michelle Obama as an “ape in heels,” or the 2008 cover of Vogue featuring LeBron 

James and Gisele Bündchen posed to resemble an old King Kong poster. Other imagery 

techniques used to diminish one’s humanity include the blurring or complete removal of facial 

features (e.g., see Disney’s Song of the Roustabouts video). Some images will even present 

beheaded figures as means of dehumanization, or will focus on a singular body part (e.g. the legs 

of a woman), which literally fragments the body in ways that then present people as reduced 

“things.”  

 



Here, we will discuss two images related to STEM professions that are analyzed during the 

ADVANCE seminar. The first is the July 11, 2014 Journal Cover of Science, an American 

Association for the Advancement of Science publication 

(http://science.sciencemag.org/content/345/6193). This is a special issue covering strategies to 

combat HIV/AIDS. The cover depicts several transgender sex workers in Jakarta, a population 

with elevated risk of acquiring HIV/AIDS. There are two women centered in the photo, one with 

her entire head cut out of the frame and the other with the lower portion of her face showing but 

blurred due to an overlaying header. The women are wearing very tight, very short dresses, and 

the body positions, camera angle, and lighting and shadowing patterns draw the observing gaze 

to the women’s crotches. This image is particularly problematic because of the way it sexualizes 

trans women. This example of racist and imperialist transmisogyny [30] combines a transphobic 

concern with genitals with misogynistic notions of women as primarily sexual objects at which 

to be gazed, particularly if they are women of color from the Global South. Additionally, the 

image reinforces the notion that HIV/AIDS is a personal problem with individual solutions, 

especially for sex workers, rather than a systemic pandemic located in the social, political, and 

economic conditions that force trans women into sex work. Science’s Editor-in-Chief expressed 

regret for “any discomfort” that might have been caused, and conveyed they “will strive to do 

much better in the future to be sensitive to all groups and not assume that context and intent will 

speak for themselves.” While this statement is important, it does not attend to the fact that even if 

readers understood the context of the image and the good intentions behind its selection for the 

special issue cover, the image would still obscure the humanity of the women, and work toward 

the maintenance of well-established social hierarchies that enforce subordination and dominance.  

 

The second image we present is a laboratory safety poster that was available through Flinn 

Scientific. The simple poster is black and white, and depicts a woman using a white cane to 

navigate her path. The text reads, “Carol never wore her safety goggles. Now she doesn’t need 

them.” While the intention of this poster is to motivate students to wear properly personal 

protective equipment in the laboratory, a few, perhaps inadvertent, oppressive messages are also 

conveyed. First, this message relies on people categorizing disability as a “Bad Thing” [31]. This 

well accepted conceptualization of disability has been established and maintained by the 

dominant ways our culture frames disability as problems faced by individual people, and locating 

those problems in our bodies, and defining those bodies as “wrong” [32]. Using possible 

acquisition of a disability as a scare tactic to induce compliance with laboratory safety 

procedures further subjugates those with disabilities. Second, the message could be interpreted as 

implying blind people cannot be scientists or engineers who work in spaces that require safety 

goggles, or it may imply that eyes lacking capacity for normal functioning do not require (or 

deserve) protection. Obviously, both of these conjectures are problematic.  

 

In contrast to representing people through text and imagery that ultimately reduce their 

humanity, institutions should create messages that affirm our wholeness.  Buber's I-Thou 

perspective is reflective of this attitude, as "the melody is not made up of notes nor the verse of 

words nor the statue of lines" [28]. Rather, this subject-to-subject relation involves the whole 

being of each person and reflects reciprocity, mutuality and love. Roberts [27] concludes, “As 

whole persons, unfragmented and unreduced, each of us is unique. Where oppression requires an 

I-It attitude, I-Thou logically precludes the very possibility of oppression. There is no basis on 

which to compare and rank a series of unique beings. If there is no hierarchy, there is no 



oppression.” By providing ADVANCE seminar participants with tools for engaging in critical 

imagery analysis and opportunities to practice using these tools through examining OSU specific 

materials, participants are able recognize the power of the symbolic dimension of oppression and 

to disrupt the reproduction of stereotypes within their spheres of influence.  

 

Theatre of the Oppressed 

Theatre of the Oppressed (TO) is a community-based theatre form credited to Augusto Boal, a 

Brazilian activist and actor, and a formally trained chemical engineer. It emerged independently 

in the same political context at the same moment as the Pedagogy of the Oppressed [24], and is 

meant to create dialogue and to provoke social and political transformation through theatre. In 

particular, activities and games present opportunities for participants to engage in interactive 

performance towards the end of gaining deeper awareness and understanding of realities they 

experience and to explore paths of transformation. Note that there are no bystanders during these 

activities; participants are either actors or “spect-actors,” a word coined by Boal to describe 

audience members who engage in the events in any way [33]. Boal developed a number of 

unique theatrical styles under the TO umbrella, each designed to produce different outcomes, and 

we will describe two of these below in the context of seminar activities. A common aspect used 

across the various categories of TO, however, is the involvement of a facilitator or director. This 

person serves as a bridge between the actors and spect-actors, but remains separate from both so 

as to not influence the interpretation of events. Boal refers to this role as the “Joker” in reference 

to the Joker card’s neutrality (with regard to suit) in a deck of playing cards [34]. Note that TO 

activities and games provide a very flexible and dynamic platform through which to explore 

hierarchy and domination. It allows for complicated and nuanced scenarios to emerge, often 

revealing for participants the ever present and intertwined nature of all three dimensions of 

oppression. 

 

Transformative learning has both cognitive and affective aspects. Because STEM faculty rarely 

identify learning as having affective components, most come to the seminar not attending to their 

bodies or emotional states. Theatre of the Oppressed can be categorized as an embodied learning 

practice, one where “the whole person is treated as a whole being, permitting the person to 

experience him or herself as a holistic and synthesised acting, feeling, thinking being-in-the-

world, rather than as separate physical and mental qualities which bear no relation to each other” 

[35]. Boal [33] describes a myriad of activities and games that can be used to stimulate and 

connect the senses and emotions while also cultivating trust among participants and building a 

space for creative exploration of difficult topics. We engage these activities early in the seminar, 

and they serve as an effective means of disrupting participants’ otherwise dissociated selves. 

Below we detail one such activity, but refer the reader to Boal [33] for a more comprehensive list 

of games and activities that serve this purpose (see in particular, The cross and circle, Following 

the master, Without leaving a single space of the room empty, The blind series: The point of 

focus, The embrace and the handshake). 

 

The very first embodied learning activity we introduce in the seminar is an adaptation of Boal’s 

“Noises” [33], entitled “Find Your Mother Like a Little Penguin” [36]. In this game, participants 

are paired, preferably the two are not well acquainted. After introducing themselves, each 

chooses which role they will play in the game: one will have their eyes closed (the baby 

penguin), the other will serve as a guide (the mother penguin). The one playing the mother role 



will make a sound that the “baby” memorizes. Then, all the babies are instructed to close their 

eyes and each mother guides their baby by producing her sound. When the mother stops making 

the sound, the baby should stop. The mother is responsible for the safety of the baby, and should 

ensure the baby does not collide with an object, a wall or another participant. The guide can 

control the baby’s movement by remaining silent or redirecting the location of their call. The 

game requires the mother to move about the room. If the baby is a capable follower, the mother 

is encouraged to move yet farther away. Because the baby’s eyes are closed, they must focus 

carefully on their mother’s call to hear the sound, even when there are lots of other noises all 

around them. After several minutes, the pairs switch roles and the exercise is carried out a second 

time. This can be repeated using people’s names as replacement for particular sounds. 

 

Some participants find this activity challenging simply because they are not used to being asked 

to engage with their whole selves in professional settings. They find themselves being 

particularly vulnerable when playing the baby, as most participants rely heavily on their sense of 

sight for stability and perception. This exercise asks them to shift this primary sensing pathway 

and replace it with “selective functioning of the ear” [33]. This feature of the game reminds 

participants that there are different ways of sensing, knowing, and moving through one’s world, 

which is an important truth we build upon when moving into critical dialogues. Selecting a game 

that invites participants to travel into a space of vulnerability is intentional as well, in that the 

subsequent days of the seminar require a great deal of participant vulnerability. This exercise 

slowly begins opening that possibility. Finally, during the follow-up discussion, besides 

expressing vulnerability, participants also describe feeling a deep sense of responsibility while 

leading the baby penguin about the room. This is another important concept we carry forward to 

subsequent parts of the seminar.  

 

Image Theatre. This category of theatre is used to uncover truths of society without reliance on 

language. Images serve as a language in and of themselves and also as a surface which reflects 

projections upon it [33]. During image theatre participants create human "statues" and still 

images of lived experiences that reflect oppression, transformation, or liberation towards the end 

of discovering mechanisms and relationships between individuals, systems, and logics of power. 

Boal claims that the silent images present a truer reflection of participants’ feelings as the 

censoring mechanisms of the brain (engaged during the production of spoken word) are 

circumvented [33]. 

 

This category of theatre creates images from the bodies of participants and simple objects found 

in the room (chairs, tables, etc.). In some games, participants autonomously place themselves 

into images, and in other activities an individual “sculptor” uses techniques of mirroring and 

sculpting to create images comprised of their peer participants. When using mirroring, the 

sculptor shows the participants how she wants them positioned using her own body, and then 

they reflect that position accordingly. This is especially useful when conveying facial 

expressions. Complimenting this, the sculptor can simply mold the bodies as if they were clay, 

bending and moving the participants’ bodies into desired forms.  

 

As stated above, one aim of the ADVANCE seminar is to empower participants to effect positive 

change in policies and practices towards transforming the institution into an equitable and just 

workplace. Thus, a great concept to explore through image theatre is the academy itself, and this 



is done through building a machine. Towards this end, the Joker asks each participant to select 

one action (a simple movement that can be repeated) and one sound or phrase that represent a 

particular element of academic institutional culture or practice. The building of the “academic 

machine” begins when one participant performs their action and sound, repetitively. Following, 

others are encouraged to add to the image by contributing their own action and sound. As the 

machine evolves, the Joker asks the Spec-actors if the image reflects their understanding and 

experience of the institution, if important elements are missing, etc., all towards the end of 

encouraging reflection and further evolution of the machine itself. A discussion of the activity 

follows, where participants share their perceptions of the overall image, which often reveals very 

different yet related themes. 

 

Image theatre can also be used to explore experiences with oppression. An example activity we 

use in the seminar involves sculpting images of heterosexism. Participants are divided into 

groups of four, and each person in the group recollects an event in their life that reflected 

heterosexism or homophobia. Each takes turn molding and mirroring the remaining three group 

members into a representative sculpture of this event. This is all done in silence. The role of 

“sculptor” then shifts to another person in the group and the exercise is repeated. Each person 

gets an opportunity to build their image. Following, the groups come back together into the 

greater cohort, and the images are recreated, now for spect-actors. This is done one group at a 

time, each member building their image. When an image is complete and being viewed by the 

greater audience, the sculptor is instructed by the Joker to name the image. This is a particularly 

powerful and moving part of the activity, often connecting participants’ cognitive interpretation 

of the image to their emotional response to the piece. Boal [33] states that it less important to 

understand the meaning of a particular image than to feel the image. This has been our 

experience as well. 

 

Forum Theatre. This category of theatre explores unresolved oppressive situations through 

construction of a play in which both the oppressor(s) and victim are visibly present. The problem 

being conveyed is usually a personal experience of the one directing the action, and often a 

common themed experience of many of the spect-actors. The play is shown in its entirety and 

then repeated so that spect-actors can stop the action, replace one of the actors, and then alter the 

path of the play once it begins again. In essence, forum theatre provides an opportunity for 

participants to imagine and then enact different solutions to oppressive situations, a dynamic 

Boal refers to as a “rehearsal for reality” [33]. Scenarios explored through forum theatre during 

the ADVANCE seminar generally involve microaggressions, defined by Delgado and Stefancic 

[37] as “…one of those many sudden, stunning, or dispiriting transactions that mar the days of 

women and folks of color. Like water dripping on sandstone, they can be thought of as small acts 

of racism, consciously or unconsciously perpetrated.”  Particular examples include navigation of 

a negative performance review, sexist behavior of a visiting candidate for an open faculty 

position, and power dynamics on display during a faculty meeting. While the topics explored 

during forum theatre are often somber, the actual game itself is fun, with “laughter of recognition 

at the tricks of the oppressors, laughter at the ingenuity of spect-actors’ ruses, and triumphant 

laughter at the defeat of the oppression” [33]. It becomes a contest between the spect-actors who 

are invested in altering the original ending towards one of justice and the actors trying to remain 

on original course, holding tightly to power and control. This particular category of theatre 

provides non-targeted participants with an embodied experience of disrupting oppression, 



practicing skills needed to move beyond being a bystander. It also conveys confidence and 

strength to those directly experiencing the oppressive situations such that they feel more capable 

of pushing against their oppressive circumstances. 

 

Results 
 

At the conclusion of the 60-hour seminar, participants are asked to complete an evaluation 

questionnaire, providing feedback on the core concepts learned by participants, key activities that 

fostered their learning, ways they will integrate their new knowledge into their work within 

academia, as well as overall seminar strengths and areas for improvement. These data, part of the 

larger project evaluation, provide evidence to the effectiveness of the seminar at introducing 

theories of systems of oppression and the use of critical pedagogies. In identifying core concepts 

learned, participants consistently name a new or deepened understanding of systems of 

oppression, privilege, and intersectionality, as well as specific dynamics of these systems such as 

white fragility, microaggressions, and unconscious bias. Participant responses also indicate their 

own process of sensemaking in relationship to seminar concepts and how they can act within 

their institutional position. For example, one participant wrote “I have a better understanding of 

systems of oppression and how to frame conversations around diversity, equity, inclusion, and 

social justice from that starting point. The phrase ‘your sphere of influence’ was helpful in 

learning how to think of individual actionable items I could do to contribute to institutional 

transformation. I gained a better understanding of –isms that have often been neglected in our 

work as a division.” Seminar participant evaluation data also speaks to the results of using the 

transformative learning approaches of critical imagery analysis and messaging and Theatre of the 

Oppressed.  

 

As a result of the ADVANCE seminar, marketing and messaging changes are being seen at the 

institutional and college level. At the institutional level, a cohort of University Relations and 

Marketing team members completed a custom adaptation of the ADVANCE seminar to address 

institutional marketing and communications structures and practices at the request of division 

leaders. Following their seminar, participants from this cohort provided feedback that 

demonstrated their commitment to applying the knowledge gained in the seminar, “We need to 

change the way we collect stories, we need to go out and proactively build the relationships… 

we’re really looking to tell better, more inclusive stories.” Another participant wrote that they 

will begin “using a social justice lens to evaluate my own work and choices about who and what 

is featured.” The participant action plans also reflect these commitments to applying a critical 

analysis of imagery and messaging at the institutional level. Some examples of these action plans 

include implementing more inclusive hiring practices, auditing inclusion in university materials, 

and creating more inclusive style guides and content.  

 

Changes in messaging can also be seen at the college level. In winter 2017, the College of 

Engineering focused their regular newsletter, MOMENTUM!, on building greater inclusivity and 

collaboration. In his message the dean, an ADVANCE seminar graduate, wrote, “At the College 

of Engineering, we are keenly aware of how traditional institutional systems, practices, and ways 

of thinking have created barriers and caused imbalances in many areas related to inclusion and 

collaboration. The first goal in our strategic plan addresses this issue. It’s important to 

understand that creating a truly inclusive and collaborative community goes far beyond adapting 



our hiring and admission practices. It encompasses the ways we talk with each other, how we 

choose and design our research project, how we prioritize our time and energy, and much more” 

[38]. This type of symbolic representation not only visibly represents an understanding of 

systems of oppression, it also demonstrates the policy commitments undertaken by the college in 

order to work towards greater equity. 

 

Evidence for the second transformative learning approach addressed in this paper, Theatre of the 

Oppressed, can again be seen in the seminar participant evaluations. As discussed in the prior 

section, TO encompasses a variety of activities and games used to ground participants in their 

bodies and connect to their emotions while building trust and creatively exploring difficult 

topics. In every cohort, multiple people listed at least one TO activity as one of the key 

experiences that fostered learning (knowledge, skills, and attitudes) related to the core concepts 

they identified as new concepts learned as a result of the seminar. For example, one participant 

wrote in identifying what went well in the seminar that they “appreciated the various role-

playing, theater of the oppressed, and other activities – they forced me to get out of my head and 

more into a space where I was less comfortable but probably learning and experiencing more.” 

Multiple participants spoke to the effectiveness of Forum Theater and the ability to play out 

responses to microaggressions and practice how they might respond in situations moving 

forward. 

 

The results from the seminar are still in their infancy, but taken together reveal a kind of “small 

wins” approach to organizational change [39]. Research shows that positive short term change is 

often revealed through participants claiming a greater understanding of what needs to change as 

well as greater confidence to lead change. The Action Plans are situated within the participant’s 

sphere of influence and are currently working to assess longer term outcomes of the Plans as well 

as to identify alignments and possible synergies of Plans across colleges and the institution as a 

whole.  

 

Summary 
 

The underrepresentation of women in academic STEM disciplines is a persistent fact. While 

there have been many different approaches to addressing this challenge, most institutions of 

higher education have tried to initiate change through educational programs as well as attempts 

to revise/create policies that are more socially just. OREGON STATE ADVANCE is a program 

that is designed to do both of these things. Our approach is unique in several ways. First, we 

provide a two-week immersion educational program that incorporates critical pedagogies 

allowing us to address all three dimensions of oppression. Individual experiences with, and 

responses to, oppression are acted out in various forms of theater. The symbolic dimension of 

oppression is studied via image critique and construction. Finally, participants craft Action Plans 

that apply their new understanding (their sense-making) to the policies and practices within their 

units.  
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