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Inverting the Inverted Pyramid: A Conversation about 
the Use of Feminist Theories to Teach Journalism

Danna L.  WaLker,  Margaretha geertseMa, 

 anD BarBara Barnett

Teaching is always challenging, and for 
some of us who are feminists, teaching 
journalism is particularly difficult. The 
tenets of good journalism—objectivity and 
neutrality—are often antithetical to our 
feminist values. We face the dilemma of 
how to incorporate feminist sensibilities 
into teaching journalism—a profession that 
strives for detachment and, at times, seems 
oblivious to its own position of power.
 At a professional meeting three years 
ago, several of us were talking casually 
about our teaching responsibilities and 
our students. During the course of that 
conversation, we began discussing the 
ways we teach journalism, and one of us 
made the comment—the others agreed—
that we cringe at some of the things we tell 
students: write with detachment, always 
use third-person, use the inverted pyramid 
to tell your stories, take yourself out of the 
story. We admitted even we don’t believe 
some of the instructions we give students, 
but we often feel we have to tell students 
these things because of journalistic pro-
fessional standards and also because our 
departments tell us to.
 We shared stories about how our stu-
dents come to us pretty media-savvy, 

knowing there is a different way to write, to 
interview, to tell stories. They’re looking to 
us for guidance, and we aren’t always sure 
what to say. Some of us lamented that we 
had lost creative students who chafed at 
the rigid instructions we give them for writ-
ing in “true” journalistic fashion.
 So our initial discussions led us to think 
about how we might realistically change 
the way we teach journalism. One of the 
ideas of feminist theory is to question the 
status quo—why does it have to be this 
way? So we asked questions about our 
teaching practices.
 In this article, three of us who partici-
pated in that informal discussion three 
years ago—all journalism professors—
discuss how we have worked to incorpo-
rate feminist theories into our classroom 
teaching. We currently teach in the United 
States, and our conversations focus on our 
work in this specific geographic setting. 
Each of us shares thoughts about the con-
tradictions we face. We hope these discus-
sions will generate further conversations 
about how to use feminist theories to 
teach journalism differently—and better—
and also how to incorporate feminist theo-
ries into other classroom settings. Some 



of our discussions are theoretical, but we 
offer some practical examples of how we 
have actually incorporated some tenets of 
feminism into our classrooms, and how 
those things have worked—or not.

Questioning a  
Dominant Discourse

danna walker

As a young journalist and a woman inter-
ested in equality, I thought that making 
it in the tough-talking, risk-taking, hard-
charging world of journalism had some-
thing to do with feminism. It was the Nel-
lie Bly school of feminist thought. As a 
woman wanting to succeed in the news 
business, I often adopted and incorpo-
rated the ways of journalism with enthusi-
asm, including bellying up to the bar and 
downing tequila shots after a hard day of 
writing and reporting on deadline, with the 
best of them—the guys.
 As a more experienced feminist aca-
demic these many years later, I’ve come to 
see those traditions, as well as the under-
lying discourse of mainstream journalism 
itself, as gendered—not an exciting test of 
mettle for “equal” entry into the boys’ club 
but a patriarchal structure built on the lan-
guage and ideology of the powerful.
 I assume I’m not the only female news-
person to feel this way. When Barbara 
Barnett, Margaretha Geertsema, and I 
happened to cross paths in Dresden, 
Germany, we confided in each other that 
we found certain requirements of our 
jobs distasteful. We met at an Interna-
tional Communication Association pre-
conference event, sponsored by a group 
of well-known feminist leaders within the 
discipline, and we quickly felt safe enough 
to admit we were living a kind of lie. It was 

the notion that we were passing on to a 
new generation the same old gendered 
discourse that I readily adopted as a Nellie 
Bly wannabe, with its rigid rules of con-
struction, its emphasis on simplistic duali-
ties, and its illusion of neutrality.
 As feminist intellectuals, isn’t it our 
job to deconstruct a dominant discourse, 
not reinforce its power? But how do we 
effectively pull that one off as communica-
tion scholars working within professional 
schools? We work in an academic environ-
ment, yes, but one heavily influenced by a 
tradition of training journalists for success 
in the corporate media marketplace. It’s 
one thing to write about feminist theories 
in peer-reviewed papers and expound on 
our feminist research at academic con-
ferences held under the umbrella of the 
whole of communication studies. It’s quite 
another to bring our feminist principles 
into the journalism classroom, with its 
concern for writing and reporting stories 
attractive to journalism’s male-dominated 
leadership. And yet, we soon discovered, 
we were all figuring out ways to do it.
 To talk about a feminist classroom in 
journalism is to talk about a classroom 
that challenges traditional methods of 
teaching and makes students aware of 
the social construction of knowledge. It 
is one in which critical theory must come 
to the fore—critical theory in which the 
experiences of groups other than the 
dominant forces in society are taken into 
consideration and in which dominant dis-
course—such as that found in mainstream 
media—is questioned. That means, effec-
tively, that as feminist journalism educa-
tors we must teach students to act and 
perform like journalists while questioning 
the very lessons we teach to enable them 
to accomplish that. Not an easy feat. But 
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it’s exciting to begin to exchange ideas 
about this effort to subvert power within 
our own discipline.
 For me, it’s been a long road of trial 
and error. I first tried to introduce feminist 
teaching methods in a beginning jour-
nalism writing course. It’s one of those 
courses in which you teach all types of 
writing—newspaper, broadcast, online, 
public relations, etc. For the newspaper 
writing—usually thought to be the most 
important aspect of the course—I stuck to 
the hard and fast rules, hoping to intro-
duce more creativity later. I went along 
with the thinking that students must first 
learn the inverted pyramid style of journal-
ism—beginning a news story with the most 
important facts, then following up with 
less important details until the least note-
worthy information is found at the end. 
This tradition comes from the newspaper 
layout rules that say an editor is safe as 
long as he/she cuts the story from the bot-
tom, or that a reader will get the important 
information even if he/she goes on to the 
next story halfway through the first.
 I don’t know how to explain it, but when 
I tried teaching writing this way students 
gave me a lot of bad writing, which I red-
lined to death with quite a bit of resent-
ment on their parts. The whole process of 
teaching and reinforcing this style took up 
to four weeks.
 Then I offered the class a chance to 
get more creative, teaching writing with a 
capital W and using a coaching method. 
I hoped they would be inspired. I encour-
aged them to give voice to those who nor-
mally did not get a voice. I tried to intro-
duce feminist perspectives. Unfortunately, 
by that time they were so traumatized 
by the hard and fast rules of the straight 
news newspaper style that the experiment 

was pretty dismal. I concluded that these 
students, despite the university’s high 
entrance standards, were not very good 
writers overall.
 The problem I had with teaching the 
inverted pyramid and straight news writing 
was the way I had to pretend that I—and 
the news media—know of one know-
able truth. We were dealing in rights and 
wrongs, good versus bad, and objective 
over subjective. As a feminist who tries to 
avoid such dualities, I believe truth is a 
contested terrain. I believe that traditional 
news discourse legitimizes these dichoto-
mies, helping to maintain hierarchy, 
inequality, and oppression.
 Perhaps I’ve been more successful at 
laying out the problem than in solving it. 
To add to the irony of the situation, the 
majority of students in undergraduate 
journalism courses are women. Journal-
ism historian Maurine Beasley and other 
scholars have written about this issue, 
which doesn’t change the fact that most of 
the leading voices in journalism are men 
(Beasley). Add to that the nature of under-
graduates, which is that they want ratio-
nality and knowable truths, and you have 
a pedagogical challenge, indeed.
 But the effort, as I stated before, is 
what is exciting because I believe feminist 
pedagogy and its goals are paramount 
in a rapidly changing media environ-
ment in which media power no longer 
goes unquestioned. Those goals include 
engaging students in participatory learn-
ing (what bell hooks calls “an engaged 
pedagogy”) (Teaching 15), furthering the 
ideas of the social construction of knowl-
edge, and validating personal experience 
in context. Feminist instructors also chal-
lenge traditional structures of authority, 
power, and knowledge—a topic my co-



author Margaretha Geertsema explores as 
she examines the fundamental questions 
behind teaching as an endeavor.
 My belief is that eventually everyone will 
realize that feminist approaches are more 
useful than the old top-down approach 
anyway because students no longer view 
the world in a top-down way. Whether 
traditionalists like it or not, top-down 
journalism is quickly becoming a thing of 
the past as the citizenry charges forward 
with digital technology. It is a rare time in 
history—what some scholars call a critical 
juncture—in which power over technol-
ogy is being contested on a large scale 
(McChesney).
 I have been able to dovetail discussions 
on what’s going on in the industry with 
feminist perspectives in a more success-
ful class called Dissident Media, a lecture 
class I teach on the history of alternative 
publications focused on social causes. I 
have tried to keep in mind hooks’s notion 
of teaching as a site of resistance and the 
classroom as a community and democratic 
space. I particularly like her idea of teach-
ing to transgress and fostering an atmo-
sphere in which all students in the class-
room have agency.
 One thing I do right away in this course 
is to try to encourage us as a class to see 
each other as individuals and in groups 
to see where our different situated knowl-
edges might be formed. I do an exercise 
in which I ask students to stand up if they 
feel they identified with a certain group. I 
try to make it light-hearted by asking ques-
tions such as who likes chocolate or who 
has brown eyes, but then I ask about race, 
religion, sexual orientation, marriage, 
divorce, and other elements of identity. 
I say they don’t have to stand up if they 
don’t want to, and I stand up, too, when 
appropriate. It’s a good ice-breaker and a 

way to let the class know that I accept and 
value all viewpoints.
 I also try to use my own experiences 
in giving lectures so students will feel 
free to relate the class themes to their 
experiences. For example, in talking to 
them about ideology I give an example of 
a Baptist church near my neighborhood 
that is predominantly African American. 
I talk about the fact that I am white and 
have been wanting to attend the church 
for quite a while but have not done it. I 
talk about how, when you feel strongly 
about something intellectually but you 
can’t put it into practice, ideology is at 
work. I talk about the way some of my 
experiences have affected me and my 
desire to challenge the existing power 
structure. Examples include seeing my 
father give my mother an allowance and 
experiencing my Southern high school 
being locked down when it was racially 
integrated for the first time. I talk about 
all the expressions of power and privilege 
that got us into our particular classroom 
at that particular time.
 I think students initially balk at some 
of this. Feminist educators know that 
students are skeptical toward structural 
explanations for oppression, preferring to 
look for someone to blame (even perhaps 
the oppressed themselves) or blaming 
the professor for casting blame (Markow-
itz). As Linda Markowitz contends, stu-
dents often have avoidance, denial, 
and resentment toward critical analysis 
in general. Students assume “truth” is 
objective, and they often marginalize 
non-mainstream voices.
 This is where one challenge lies, 
particularly with undergraduates and 
particularly in journalism. But feminist 
education—the feminist classroom—as 
hooks says, is and should be a place 
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where there is a sense of struggle, where 
there is visible acknowledgement of the 
union of theory and practice, where we 
work together as teachers and students 
(Teaching). I hope my students ended up 
respecting the fact that I have tried to do 
those things. As scary as it may be some-
times, I want the classroom to be a place 
of honest exchange as much as I think my 
students do. Education is, after all, a prac-
tice of freedom (Freire). I want most impor-
tantly to overcome what hooks describes 
as “the estrangement and alienation that 
have become so much the norm in the 
contemporary university” (Talking 51).
 According to Markowitz, the few empiri-
cal studies that measure the effectiveness 
of feminist pedagogy show that non-
traditional learning does create long-term 
change among students. Studies have 
found generally that after participation in 
a class organized around feminist peda-
gogy, students (especially female stu-
dents), are likely to self-identify as femi-
nists and become more active in issues 
related to women.
 I know that for me, when I’m open 
about my feminist views in the classroom 
I feel freer to analyze issues from feminist 
perspectives as various topics come up. I 
found, too, that with more openness and 
struggle, students seemed to take more 
risks as writers.
 Although teaching writing and report-
ing is not part of the Dissident Media 
class mentioned earlier, I had students do 
a writing assignment that could only be 
described as journalistic reporting. They 
were to find a social issue that was impor-
tant to them and attend a related event—
and then report on it in a blog that they 
started. Because the course is designed 
to fulfill a general education requirement, 
a lot of the students had no training in 

journalism. But I found that the writing for 
the most part was quite good when the 
traditional constraints were removed and 
the inverted pyramid was symbolically 
turned upside down. Once I approached 
the teaching from this new perspective, I 
saw my students as generally creative and 
thoughtful writers—a very different out-
come from before.
 Perhaps like feminist professors in 
economics, law, or other male-dominated 
fields, feminist communication educators 
must walk a fine line in teaching in their 
disciplines. Power and who wields it are 
of central concern in journalism. They are 
also of central concern in the traditional 
classroom. Women have not typically been 
the arbiters of power. This irony means 
that feminists who teach journalism must 
eschew the powerful professorial role 
they may have initially fought so hard to 
achieve, and then they must teach ways of 
deconstructing power within the field—all 
the while risking criticism from tradition-
ally trained students for doing both.
 Jane Tompkins has noted the difficulty 
of sharing power in the classroom, espe-
cially for women, because of women’s 
long struggle to claim agency and author-
ity in the social hierarchy. In creating 
a course that she facilitated but was 
essentially taught by the students, she 
remained mindful of Alison Jaggar’s argu-
ment that since reason has traditionally 
been stipulated in Western epistemology 
as the faculty by which we know what we 
know, and since women in Western culture 
are required to be the bearers of emotion, 
women are automatically delegitimized 
as sources of knowledge, “their epistemic 
authority cut off from the start” (26–27).
 Working within that constraint and fur-
thering feminist principles in the process 
is much more of a challenge than bellying 



up to the bar and keeping faith with the 
dominant discourse of journalism.
 Like my co-authors, I have hunches 
about what the future of teaching journal-
ism will look like, and I think it will get 
easier for feminists. One of the overarch-
ing themes of my research on feminism 
and news media is that feminists and 
other social groups have been key to the 
deconstruction of traditional news via 
citizen-generated content. Women have 
actually been leaders in co-opting these 
technologies for their own purposes and 
forming dissident media via the Internet. 
At the same time, journalism as an indus-
try is searching for alternatives to its 
corporate traditions, if only in the quest 
to stay profitable and relevant. A decade 
from now, journalism will be more diverse 
by necessity, because a diverse popu-
lace is looking for a voice. The trick is to 
continue to bridge that tension between 
tradition and new approaches while 
keeping alive the purpose of journalism 
to further democratic principles. As new 
voices emerge, I hope there will be bet-
ter examples of feminist approaches in 
journalism writing. Just since writing this 
piece, I have noticed that talking openly 
about feminist issues is more accepted 
as gender and race take central roles 
after the 2008 presidential race. Because 
journalism is often seen as a reflec-
tion of society, this development affects 
journalism fundamentally. I feel freer to 
talk about gender in the classroom and 
trust that the growing diversity of profes-
sors in journalism will bring about even 
more openness. I do feel that I have 
made it clear that I incorporate feminist 
approaches and that has made a differ-
ence to my students as they think about 
entering the profession.

Using the Master’s Tools to 
Dismantle the Master’s House

margaretha geertsema

I enter this discussion as one of many 
print media writing teachers at U.S. col-
leges who seem to be stuck in an out-
dated teaching style in which students 
are continually judged and punished for 
mistakes. Typically, students complete a 
writing assignment under deadline pres-
sure in class, and assignments are graded 
based on their acceptability for publica-
tion in the mainstream news media. In this 
model, the teacher assumes the position 
of authority while students remain the clay 
to be molded. The result is that year after 
year, most students and (some) teachers 
get frustrated and demoralized. Surpris-
ingly, this method often yields good teach-
ing evaluations, as students feel they are 
told exactly what to do, and they do it. It 
is simple: When they follow the rules, they 
will be rewarded with good grades.
 But how does the feminist teacher 
justify these authoritarian teaching prac-
tices? For many of us, this way of teach-
ing creates an uncomfortable disconnect 
between who we are, what we believe in, 
how and why we teach, and how it relates 
to our own research agendas and prac-
tices. I propose that we reconsider the 
way that print media writing classes are 
taught in an attempt to envision a more 
progressive way of teaching. I write from 
the understanding that feminism aims to 
empower women and critically interro-
gates gender roles in society. It questions 
the status quo and those in power, just as 
good journalism is supposed to. In jour-
nalism, news stories are crafted around 
the five Ws and the H—who, what, when, 
where, why, and how—and I suggest that 
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we can use these elements to invert (or 
subvert) the inverted pyramid style of 
writing. I am doing so in hopes that the 
master’s tools will, indeed, dismantle the 
master’s house (Lorde).

who?

We can consider three questions here: 
Whom do we teach? Who teaches? For 
whom do we teach students? First, whom 
do we teach? As my co-author Danna 
Walker notes, for the last thirty years, the 
majority of students in journalism and 
mass communication programs have been 
women (Kosicki and Becker). In the fall 
of 2006, women made up 63.7 percent of 
undergraduates in mass communication 
(Becker, Vlad, and McLean). We need to 
consider the implications of teaching a 
female majority in journalism classes, and 
we need to reconsider whether traditional 
teaching methods help these students to 
learn best. Beyond gender, it appears that 
very few students in mass communication 
programs actually want to be breaking 
news reporters. If they want to be report-
ers at all, they are interested in entertain-
ment, fashion, or sports. Most want to 
work in public relations or advertising and 
feel confused that they even have to take 
a print media writing class. At some small 
mass communication programs, such as 
the one in which I teach, students from 
across the campus are accepted into intro-
ductory media writing classes. The class 
then consists of a mix of journalism and 
mass communication students as well as 
students from such diverse disciplines 
as arts administration, political science, 
sociology, and business. When I teach this 
divergent group, I typically spend the first 
class or two just considering the nature of 
journalism and its importance in a democ-

racy. These students often need to learn 
only the basics of newswriting and editing 
to continue their careers. It does not make 
sense to teach them conventional journal-
ism skills in the conventional way.
 Second, who teaches journalism 
classes? The field is middle-aged male 
dominated. A 2002 study shows that the 
typical media writing teacher working at a 
U.S. journalism and mass communication 
program is male (63 percent), is about fifty 
years old, and holds a doctorate or mas-
ter’s degree (Massé and Popovich). The 
study also shows that these typical teach-
ers see themselves more as traditional 
journalists, detached from the commu-
nity, rather than civic journalists involved 
with problem solving in their communi-
ties. These traditionalists are unlikely to 
bring about the necessary innovation and 
change to prepare our students for the cur-
rent and future media landscape. A related 
issue, then, is the lack of female media 
writing teachers. We need to make room 
for women in this field, and not only at 
academic entry-level positions. We need 
to bring a breath of fresh air and challenge 
long-established practices. We need to 
bring new ideas and activities to the writ-
ing table.
 Third, for whom do we teach students? 
As co-author Danna Walker writes, journal-
ism programs have traditionally trained 
students to work for the corporate media. 
Most media writing teachers have prob-
ably worked for the mainstream news 
media themselves. But we cannot con-
tinue to teach students to work for the 
mainstream news media only, when 
we know new media are exploding. We 
also cannot continue to provide writers 
to mainstream media that still exclude 
women in systematic ways. The Global 



Media Monitoring Project (GMMP) of 2005 
showed that across seventy-six countries, 
women are included as news sources and 
newsmakers merely 21 percent of the time 
(World Association for Christian Communi-
cation). The GMMP also found that women 
are more than twice as likely as men to be 
portrayed as victims and are mostly shown 
as celebrities, royalty, or ordinary people. 
We end up perpetuating the system by 
training students to work for patriarchal 
institutions. We need to teach students to 
become media activists. To run their own 
media. To write their opinions. To work for 
a variety of different platforms. But first, 
media writing teachers will need to learn 
all of this themselves.

what?

What is the content of our writing classes? 
Many instructors continue to teach stu-
dents only grammar, Associated Press 
(AP) style, note-taking and interview 
techniques, and a few basic story forms. 
Although these basic journalism skills are 
necessary for all reporters, college educa-
tion certainly should extend beyond that 
level. As Wendell Berry writes, universities 
should help to make “human beings in 
the fullest sense of those words—not just 
trained workers or knowledgeable citi-
zens but responsible heirs and members 
of human culture” (32). We need to teach 
students to form their own opinions and to 
think critically about the world. We need 
to help students to question the status 
quo and to “move beyond boundaries” 
(hooks, Feminist 207). We cannot continue 
to privilege the powerful as news sources 
in the writing class. Students need to learn 
that the voices and concerns of women 
should be included, too. Once they realize 
how underrepresented women are in the 

news media, students are often shocked. 
We can teach students to include gender 
in all aspects of reporting, as the Inter 
Press Service news agency did in its gen-
der mainstreaming work (Made and Sam-
hungu). We can show them how to exam-
ine issues from a gender perspective and 
how to reach out to female sources that 
can be hard to come by. Let’s learn from 
media activists such as those working at 
the Southern African non-governmental 
organization Gender Links, which offers a 
variety of workshops and training opportu-
nities for journalists, including a weeklong 
course on how to approach business sto-
ries from a gender-sensitive perspective 
(Business; Lowe Morna).

when?

The time for new approaches is now. My 
co-authors and I agree that the media 
landscape today is changing quickly and 
vastly, and the transition from traditional, 
top-down mass media to content created 
by citizens themselves opens up a space 
for people’s authentic voices to be heard. 
Students need to develop their own opin-
ions and the ability to critically evaluate 
issues and events around them.

where?

This question relates to the place or 
positionality of students and journal-
ists as knowledge creators. As both my 
co-authors note, our situated knowledge 
comes from a specific social position and 
represents a specific viewpoint. Students 
need to understand and value their own 
experiences, yet they also need to realize 
that people come from different places 
and have different perspectives. A vari-
ety of viewpoints should be reflected in 
any good news story, not the simplistic 
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instruction we often give to students: Get 
both sides of the story. Perhaps there are 
more than two sides.

how?

The “how” question seems to be the most 
important one in terms of teaching peda-
gogy. Massé and Popovich differentiate 
between two types of news writing teach-
ers: those who focus on the product (an 
editor) and those who focus on the pro-
cess (the coach). Traditionalists who focus 
on the product follow a teacher-centered 
approach, give detailed critiques on writ-
ing and severe penalties for mistakes, and 
emphasize the linear conception and writ-
ing of stories. On the other hand, teachers 
who follow the process approach create a 
more supportive environment by breaking 
writing up into steps that can be used in 
a nonlinear way. These teacher-coaches 
use more informal writing exercises, pre-
writing, mindmapping, brainstorming, 
peer editing, and ungraded activities in 
classes. The process or coach approach is 
more progressive and in line with the ide-
als of feminist teaching.
 Feminist pedagogy encourages par-
ticipatory learning, personal experience, 
social understanding and activism, and 
critical thinking (Hoffmann and Stake). 
These characteristics are closely related 
to Maher and Tetreault’s four analytic 
themes of feminist classrooms: mastery, 
voice, authority, and positionality. These 
characteristics and themes are relevant to 
how we teach media writing classes in the 
following ways:
 Creation of participatory classroom 
communities and the question of author-
ity: Hoffmann and Stake see the creation 
of a participatory classroom community 
as a key principle of feminist pedagogy. In 

these classrooms, the teacher surrenders 
her position as an authority who transmits 
information to empty vessels. Instead, the 
learning process becomes a collaborative 
effort in which “knowledge is socially pro-
duced by consensus among knowledge-
able peers” (Barkley, Cross, and Major 6). 
Learning techniques that focus on teacher 
and students all working together on 
projects require a shift from the product 
orientation to the process orientation. In a 
media writing classroom this means more 
small-group activities, peer review ses-
sions, and informal exercises.
 Validation of personal experience and 
development of voice: Feminist pedagogy 
affirms students’ personal experience and 
helps them to make connections between 
class work and their lives (Hoffmann and 
Stake). It seeks personal transformation 
and the development of insight. The related 
concept of voice refers to students’ ability 
to speak for themselves and also to bring 
their own experience to the classroom and 
the newsroom (Maher and Tetreault). In the 
media writing class, the traditional focus on 
“objective” news reporting denies students 
their own voice and experience. We need 
to work with students to develop the sense 
that their viewpoints inform their writing 
and story choices. Just as Stone-Mediatore 
asks for a “rethinking of basic academic 
norms” to secure a place in classrooms 
for marginalized views (73), we need to 
rethink basic journalistic norms to find a 
place in the news for reporters’ voices and 
voices of women in particular. We can start 
by encouraging students to write opinion 
pieces on topics of interest or to blog about 
their experiences in learning news writing.
 Growth of social awareness/activism 
and an understanding of positionality: 
Hoffmann and Stake say the feminist 



classroom should encourage actions 
to achieve social justice. Awareness of 
social justice (or the lack thereof ) relates 
to each person’s specific social position 
as defined by markers of gender, race, 
and class, as co-author Barbara Barnett 
points out in her discussion of standpoint 
theory. If our students are white and mid-
dle class, they need to realize how these 
markers influence their view of the world. 
Today, mainstream journalism typically 
requires journalists to remain objective 
and detached. Yet, the muckraking jour-
nalists of the twentieth century worked 
passionately for social change. So do 
contemporary journalists who believe in 
interventionist journalism models such as 
public journalism, development journal-
ism, emancipatory journalism, and advo-
cacy journalism.
 Development of critical thinking skills/
open mindedness versus mastery: Femi-
nist pedagogy encourages students to 
develop a critical stance and openness to 
a variety of perspectives (Hoffmann and 
Stake). This is in contrast to the conven-
tional educational idea of mastery that 
requires students to understand material 
as presented by the teacher. Students 
are here competitively evaluated based 
on the “same external standard” (Maher 
and Tetreault 16). Journalists, of course, 
should have a critical stance toward 
authority if they want to act as any kind 
of watchdog. We should design new ways 
of evaluating students’ critical thinking 
skills instead of their simple mastery of 
AP style and grammar.

why?

The final question to consider here brings 
us back full circle to feminism and its 
meaning in our lives. Why do we teach? 

What do we want to accomplish in the 
classroom? As a feminist teacher, I believe 
we have a responsibility to enrich our stu-
dents’ lives and to contribute to a better 
society. We can’t simply teach because it 
is part of a job description.
 The characteristics of feminist peda-
gogy dovetail neatly with my ideas about 
journalism and its potential to bring about 
social change. I do believe that a feminist 
media writing pedagogy is possible and 
necessary as we confront the changing 
media environment.

From Theory to Classroom:  
Some Practical Applications  
of Standpoint Theory

barbara barnett

I teach a class entitled Diversity in the 
Media, in which we discuss how the mass 
media challenge or reinforce stereotypes 
of race, class, sex, sexual identity, age, 
and physical abilities. To help students 
gain a deeper understanding of these 
issues, I have worked to incorporate 
standpoint theory into my teaching.
 Standpoint theory grew out of notions 
about power and power in society (Hard-
ing; Hartsock, “Feminist”). It is, for me, a 
very complex idea, but when I incorporate 
it into teaching, I try to think of it in simple 
terms: as a way to understand others’ 
experiences.
 First, standpoint theory is about the dif-
ferent ways in which we experience situ-
ations. Our perceptions are influenced by 
our position in society, by power relations. 
The example that is most often given is 
the idea of slavery—both master and slave 
are in the same institution, but they expe-
rience slavery in radically different ways. 
I talk about this topic in the diversity and 
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media class and in a research methods 
class I have taught for graduate students. 
I give the slavery example, but I also give 
an example students may be better able to 
understand: Ever been on a date and one 
of you is having a great time, and the other 
can hardly wait for the evening to end?
 Second, standpoint theory questions 
the whole notion of objectivity (Harding). 
In contemporary journalism, reporters 
seek “balanced” viewpoints, but in so 
doing, they rely on dualisms to construct 
their stories, and this reliance creates 
false oppositional categories of good and 
evil, right and wrong, male and female 
(Creedon). Although journalists are 
encouraged to craft narratives devoid of 
personal values, the journalistic standard 
of objectivity is but a theoretical ideal, and 
“in practice objectivity is a standpoint—
white and male” (Creedon 15).
 Third, standpoint focuses on lived 
experiences, positing that people’s own 
lives are important sources of “expertise.” 
Standpoint acknowledges that members 
of marginalized groups have experiences 
different from members of the main-
stream group, but also acknowledges that 
members of marginalized groups are not 
homogeneous; one member’s experiences 
can vary greatly from the experiences of 
another member of the group (Collins, 
“Learning”; Collins, Fighting; Hartsock, 
Money; Orbe).
 In our diversity class, I encourage stu-
dents to abandon the notion that they 
can ever achieve the elusive position 
of objectivity. Instead, we explore and 
acknowledge biases and think about 
how those biases work to structure the 
ways we research and write news stories. 
Harding, who has looked at this idea in 
science, talks about “strong objectivity,” 

the systematic examination of our own 
beliefs and values and how these affect 
our research questions, interests, and 
practices. When we apply this to journal-
ism, we in the class talk about our posi-
tions in society—how race, sex, religion, 
sexual identity, and age affect how people 
perceive us and how we perceive others. I 
ask students to consider who has power, 
and who doesn’t, as they start to research, 
report, and write. I suggest they abandon 
the notion of objectivity and instead think 
about “strong objectivity” in crafting news 
stories that have the potential to connect 
journalism with social advocacy and social 
action (Brooks; Durham).
 Fourth, and related is, reflexivity. Again 
Harding suggests that if we acknowledge 
our biases, we’ll eventually produce a less 
partial and distorted view of the world. 
Not only should students become aware of 
their own biases, they also need to learn 
to value their own experiences and to 
develop their own voices, as my co-author 
Margaretha Geertsema suggests. In jour-
nalism, reflexivity might result in a more 
accurate and authentic story, not just a 
story in which all the facts are right.
 Finally, I ask students to think of 
research as collaboration. I suggest stand-
point theory may be used as an analyti-
cal tool, allowing journalists to “consider 
competing accounts of the same phenom-
enon” (Hawkesworth 150). Within a news 
article about construction of a new sports 
arena, for example, there may be numer-
ous stories: the story about how much 
revenue the new arena will bring for down-
town businesses, the story about people 
who will be displaced when the construc-
tion begins in their neighborhood, the 
story about new jobs that will be created 
by the construction project, and the story 



about the need for a new sports arena 
versus other community needs. Journalists 
need to consider all these points of view 
and to think in terms of a nuanced, multi-
faceted news account.
 In our diversity and the media class, I 
introduce the idea of standpoint to stu-
dents, mainly to get them thinking about 
how to ask questions. Asking questions 
(i.e., conducting research) will be a major 
component of any job students take in 
journalism, public relations, or advertising, 
and learning how to ask the right ques-
tions—the questions that truly inform, not 
just garner a good quote or sound bite—is 
a skill they need to hone. We acknowledge 
that we will never totally understand the 
experiences of someone different from 
us—we live in different bodies, and soci-
ety evaluates us on the basis of sex, race, 
ethnicity, sexual identity, and so on. Yet, 
although we may not totally understand 
how it feels to live in that body, we can at 
least make an attempt to learn by asking 
thoughtful, respectful questions.
 Similar to the exercise that co-author 
Danna Walker uses to illustrate different 
situated knowledges, I have incorporated 
some short, simple in-class assignments 
to get students thinking about standpoint 
and the experiences of “the other.” These 
aren’t necessarily original, and I encour-
age others to adapt these and to offer 
their own ideas:

•	U.S.	students	are	very	familiar	with	
The Wizard of Oz. Students all know 
the story of Dorothy, who kills the 
Wicked Witch of the East, then sets 
out on a journey to find her home, 
all the time with the witch’s sister, 
the Wicked Witch of West, trying to 
do her harm. To introduce the idea of 
standpoint, I read a passage from the 

book Wicked, which tells the story of 
Oz from the witch’s point of view. In 
this version, the witch, Elphaba, is the 
sympathetic figure because, after all, 
someone killed her sister. Dorothy is 
portrayed as a dumb farm girl and Toto 
as a pesky distraction. After I read the 
passage, I tell them to think about a 
fairy tale, fable, or myth they know. 
Then I ask them to re-tell the story 
from the perspective of an “other” in 
the story. Afterward, we talk about 
how the story can change, depending 
upon whom you interview.

  I’ve done this as a graded and 
nongraded assignment. When I grade 
it, I make it an in-class assignment, 
and I’m pretty generous with points, 
mainly grading to see if they got the 
concept of standpoint. I’ve gotten sto-
ries told from the perspective of the 
Big Bad Wolf who ate little Red Riding 
Hood; from the perspective of the wolf 
in “The Three Little Pigs”; and from 
the perspective of Scar, the evil uncle 
in The Lion King. Interestingly, I’ve got-
ten retelling of “Cinderella” from the 
point of view of the stepsisters. Often 
these end with “and the stepsister got 
married and lived happily ever after.” I 
usually feel compelled to write a note 
about how maybe she started her own 
business, or fell in love with a woman, 
or didn’t fall in love at all, but still 
lived happily ever after. Some fairy 
tales are harder to dispel than others. 
However, this exercise leads to dis-
cussions of whose stories need to be 
told, who is considered the “other” in 
contemporary society, and how to tell 
stories from multiple points of view.

•	When	we	study	issues	of	sexual	iden-
tity, I pass out slips of paper and ask 
students to pretend they are gay and 
they’ve just this very minute told their 
parents, a loved one, a friend. Then 
I ask them to write how their loved 
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one reacted—or how they wished they 
reacted—and I say, “If you’re gay, you 
already know the answer to this,” so 
you can write the actual answer or 
what you wished had happened. The 
responses are anonymous, but we 
read the reactions out loud in class. 
Many of the responses are in the vein 
of “they would love me anyway,” and I 
ask why no loved ones offered hearty 
congratulations. We then discuss 
whether this was “hard” or “easy,” 
and why, and this leads into discus-
sions of how journalists cover issues 
of sexual identity, and when sexual 
identity is relevant in stories. We talk 
about the ethics of “outing” and how 
to make decisions about listing survi-
vors in obituaries and family members 
in wedding announcements.

•	In	another	exercise,	I	divide	the	class,	
with men on one side and women on 
the other. I ask students to “switch” 
places. The men have just become 
women, the women have just become 
men. They discuss things they can do 
in their new roles, things they can’t. 
Then we talk about this as a class. 
We list things on the board, then we 
note whether these are “biological” or 
“social.” Sometimes the lines are con-
fused or blurred. We talk about how 
these notions and ideas might affect 
the way we approach stories—for 
example, who do we consider authori-
ties and why? how do we describe 
people in news stories?

•	One	issue	I	want	students	to	be	aware	
of is ageism. Often I begin this dis-
cussion by asking how students feel 
the world sees them—what are the 
stereotypes people have about col-
lege students? Do they think people 
have prejudices against them because 
they are young? Usually, the answer 
is yes, and they often cite examples 
of trying to get a news story and not 

being taken seriously because they 
don’t have experience, or they tell me 
young men have to pay higher auto 
insurance rates than older men or 
women. Then we make a list on the 
board of all the euphemisms we have 
for old people. We take a look at the 
list, and most of the names aren’t too 
flattering. Then I ask students to imag-
ine their lives at seventy. They write 
a short in-class paper on what they 
think their life will actually be like vs. 
what they want it to be like. We talk 
about stereotypes and how those can 
shape the stories we tell. And we talk 
about where we see older people in 
the media—in both ads and news, as 
victims, clowns, or helpers for primary 
characters.

•	To	better	understand	issues	of	socio-
economic class, we play a poverty 
game. I tell students to form a family. 
They don’t have to form a traditional 
nuclear family—they can be a “fam-
ily” of four adults all living in the 
same house. Then I give each family 
an envelope with instructions. I tell 
them how much the family’s salary is 
per month (I try to base this on mini-
mum wage or poverty levels), and I 
give them a list of expenditures for the 
month. They have to figure out how 
to pay the bills. I include rent, trans-
portation, food, utilities, but I also 
include one “emergency”—water pipe 
breaks and ruins rug, car dies, and 
the big one—trip to the doctor and no 
insurance. I also include a “luxury” 
item, such as “family member birth-
day, trip to the video store” or “trip to 
see new movie.” This leads into a dis-
cussion of where we see poor people 
in the media—often as a problem 
or a drain on society. We use this to 
discuss the types of news stories we 
cover, our sources, our “authorities,” 
and concepts such as “invisible labor” 



and the role advertising plays in creat-
ing desire.

•	To	help	students	get	out	of	their	
comfort zones (the campus environ-
ment), I ask them to participate in 
an exercise developed by staff at 
The Poynter Institute. The “listening 
posts” exercise requires students to 
visit a place they normally wouldn’t 
visit. I tell them not to go to a place 
where they would feel unsafe but to 
go to a place they may never have 
been before—maybe a place about 
which they are curious. They can go 
with a “guide,” but the idea is to get 
them to observe and to think about 
stories they might develop from this 
new place they’ve visited and to think 
about news sources. When I asked the 
diversity and the media class to do 
this exercise earlier this year, students 
visited a bowling alley, a trailer park, a 
knitting class, a gay bar, a yoga stu-
dio, and a NASCAR race. When I asked 
students what lessons they might 
take with them when they started 
work, one female student, who vis-
ited her mother’s knitting class, said 
she was surprised to learn that “ordi-
nary housewives” were so passion-
ately interested in politics and world 
events. Another student replied, “I 
never gave a second thought to other 
people and what their lives were like. 
Now I realize there are people going to 
bed without enough food and heat.”

In the research methods class for gradu-
ate students, I also introduce some of the 
ideas of standpoint and feminist research 
methods—ideas that are often antitheti-
cal to their previous journalistic training. 
In this class I borrow from the concept 
that feminist scholars approach research 
as a partnership (Bloom). The idea is that 
I, as the researcher, don’t come in and 
study you, the subject, then leave. The 

idea is that we talk together about what 
needs to be studied—if anything—and 
the person who does the research works 
collaboratively with the people who are 
being researched (Hesse-Biber). This is 
not the standard journalistic hit-and-run 
approach. It involves community and 
consensus-building, and it is about break-
ing down hierarchies.
 For many students, this concept is a 
difficult one. They’ve been taught a whole 
different kind of research technique— 
detached, short-term, us versus them. 
So the idea that research could be con-
ducted as partnership is foreign to most. 
For many, it shakes the foundations of 
what they’ve been taught and raises 
questions about integrity, and it raises a 
troubling question for some: Does loss 
of objectivity—or the acknowledgement 
it never existed in the first place—mean 
that the quality of their research is com-
promised? As we debate this issue, we 
talk about what has passed for objective 
journalism in the past—news outlets that 
ignored or downplayed the Civil Rights 
movement or AIDS—and I ask students to 
think about current news coverage that 
may fail to meet the objectivity criteria. 
Some students note the lack of coverage 
of women’s sports; others note the wealth 
of stories about Christmas and the dearth 
of stories about non-Christian holidays, 
including Hanukkah and Ramadan.
 I have to admit that I was reluctant 
to introduce the concept of standpoint 
into the research methods class. After 
a semester in which we discussed how 
to develop a research question, how to 
operationalize variables, how to ensure 
consistency in analysis, I wondered how 
students would react. I also admit that 
I worried my colleagues would find out 
I’d taken such an off-the-beaten path 
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approach and question my teaching skills. 
Truthfully, I felt I was doing something 
radical by suggesting students re-think the 
research process. As I considered whether 
to introduce standpoint, I thought about 
my own research, and I came to realize 
that my feminist research skills had led 
me to richer, deeper understandings than 
my objective journalistic techniques. Also, 
I decided if I didn’t share this with stu-
dents, I would be providing them with only 
partial information about the research 
process and what they could discover.
 To introduce the notion of standpoint 
in the research methods class, we began 
by discussing how particular news stories 
students have read, even how journalism 
in general, would be different if we fol-
lowed some feminist research techniques. 
Briefly, some key points in feminist 
research are that:

•	You	break	down	the	barriers	between	
the researcher and researched. You’re 
striving for connection, often intimacy, 
rather than detachment and tricking 
someone into an answer.

•	You	don’t	make	judgments	about	what	
the person tells you.

•	You	start	with	the	assumption	that	the	
people you are researching are the 
best spokespeople about their lives 
and their conditions.

•	You	value	intellectual	as	well	as	per-
sonal knowledge (Brooks).

Then I posed a series of questions to 
students. They could answer and give 
examples in class, but I wanted them to 
think carefully about these questions as 
they developed their research papers for 
the class.

•	How	would	news	stories	be	differ-
ent if our goal wasn’t to be objective 
and detached but to achieve a kind 

of friendship with our sources? What 
would happen if both the interviewer 
and the interviewee disclosed infor-
mation? What if the interviewee could 
ask the reporter questions? Does this 
happen now in other types of cover-
age (sports, politics)?

•	What if we let the interviewees define 
the research agenda? What if we let 
them suggest what stories we should 
report? Is this what community jour-
nalism is about?

•	What would happen if we let sources 
read our stories, to see if we accu-
rately captured their ideas?

•	How would our sources change if we 
valued personal knowledge, not just 
intellectual knowledge?

•	How would this perspective of partner-
ship change the questions we ask?

 For some students, the idea of reflect-
ing on their own social positions and 
considering how to hear better the voice 
of social “others” led them to research 
projects they hadn’t anticipated. One 
woman developed a research project that 
involved a series of blogs on teen sexual-
ity. She developed the blogs by interview-
ing teens about their own experiences 
and the issues they considered impor-
tant, and her blog entries were based on 
their comments.
 Julia T. Wood has suggested that stand-
point can be “the starting point from 
which to frame research questions and 
concepts, develop designs, define what 
counts as data, and interpret findings” 
(12). Standpoint also can be a starting 
point for rethinking journalism and the 
way we teach students to gather informa-
tion, write, and tell stories. If we fail to 
teach students about the tools available 
to them, we do them a disservice as they 
enter a media world in transition.



Some Thoughts for the Future

For some of us who have practiced 
the profession of journalism and who 
now teach students who hope to enter 
this field, there is an uncomfortable fit 
between what we were taught and what 
we want to teach. We were taught to 
speak, write, and think in a patriarchal 
voice, one that we do not believe has cap-
tured the authentic voices of the people 
we interview. Feminist theories, applied 
in the classroom, can help students learn 
better how to do research, report, and 
write. We see journalism as a public ser-
vice, designed to inform citizens about the 
world in which they live, and we believe 
feminist teaching methods will serve our 
students as they take on their roles as 
storytellers, as truth seekers, as cultural 
interpreters, and as challengers of author-
ity in contemporary society.
 In this paper, each of us has noted 
that journalism is changing. The profes-
sional environment that students enter 
now bears little resemblance to the male-
dominated, hierarchical one in which we 
worked, which privileged detachment to 
the point of callousness. Our students live 
in a world that privileges connection, one 
in which technology allows anyone with a 
computer—in some cases, a cell phone—to 
become a storyteller and in which a lack of 
technology casts some people as “digital 
others.” Feminist theories, which reject 
linear thinking and recognize the value of 
different voices, offer ways to help journal-
ism students navigate an environment in 
flux. The media are no longer the elites; 
they are competing to be heard in the mar-
ketplace of ideas. Therefore, the stories 
journalists tell need to be thorough and 
complete to be credible. Feminist teach-

ing offers a way to help students learn how 
to build the connections they will need to 
work in this new environment.
 As we think about the ways we teach, 
how our teaching evolves and continues 
to evolve, we consider our impact as femi-
nist teachers and come to this conclusion: 
We chisel. We chip away at the ideas that 
knowledge is given to students by teach-
ers, that separation is the best way to con-
duct research, that indifference is the filter 
through which we tell stories, that there is 
a right and wrong way to present informa-
tion or to teach. We believe our efforts are 
helping students learn not only skills, but 
also new ways of thinking, challenging, 
and creating. We want our students to be 
“connected knowers” who are empathetic, 
curious, and accepting of others’ view-
points (Belenky et al.). Our hope is that in 
the future our teaching content and meth-
ods will not be regarded as subversive but 
as essential. Although our conversations 
have focused narrowly on journalism, 
we hope this article serves as a starting 
point for discussions of the transformative 
promise of feminist teaching in all sub-
jects.
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