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WANT TO PROPOSE THAT OBTAINING CONSENT should not only be reserved for things 

like sex, research, or healthcare. It is enmeshed in and across such ideas and their related power 

structures; constantly moved by and moving sociopolitical and cultural economies. Although 

sexual violence1 is, for example, one possible expression of non-consenting relationships and intra-

actions (Barad, 2007), consent should ext across relations and relationships. When consent is 

compartmentalized, it renders one’s ability to choose as something that can be ignored for what is 

perceived as progress, overlooked for another’s sense of desire, or discounted for what is often 

discussed as the “greater good.” Perhaps people hold onto consent as an idea that can be sorted 

and labeled (e.g., sexual consent, legal consent, consent for medical treatment) because the 

alternative is inherently messy. Even in research communities, for example, debates that focus on 

the age a young person can fully participate in informed consent has garnered necessary and 

longstanding dialogues across literatures (e.g., Miller & Burton, 2007; Taylor et al., 2018). 

Although there are many reasons to engage with these complexities, this paper explores 

them because, on one hand, as a teacher educator, I have a deep desire to shift the norms around 

consent conversations (or, frequently, the lack thereof) in teacher preparation programs and in 

schools. On the other, as a parent watching a budding teenager and a curious first grader negotiate 

school, a commitment to critically considering consent seems more pressing than ever. To this end, 

I find myself concerned that my babies will not be raised in a more kind, conscious, and socially 

just world than what I experienced as a queer woman of color. I do not want them or any other 

child to endure the many forms of violence I experienced as a young person, where non-consensual 

acts were perpetrated in all-too-common ways on my body, emotions, and ways of being, knowing, 

and doing. 

Speaking from the intersections of curriculum theory and sound studies, the purpose of this 

paper is to think critically about the sociohistorical, political, and cultural assemblages that form 

and inform what I am calling a “critical consent curriculum.” This is at once a call for curriculum 

theorizing to become central to all teacher education programs in terms of how consent is discussed 

in schools and across systems of schooling, while thinking about the many ways that consent (and, 

relatedly, refusal) are enmeshed with one’s relations and relationships (Gilbert, 2018; Gilbert et 

al., 2011; Glissant, 1990; Hunter & Cowan, 2007). Imbricating teacher education programs with 

curriculum theorizing that is enmeshed with a critical consent curriculum—or curricula, as I 

recognize the importance of polyvocality in theory and practice— is significant for at least the 

following reasons. First, by the time I have finished writing this paper, approximately 4,240 people 

I 
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across the United States will have been sexually assaulted.2 While indelible and upsetting, this 

number is not shocking to those who attend to the sociocultural and political contexts that 

normalize sexual violence. This is important because sexual violence does not happen in isolation. 

As I have discussed elsewhere (e.g., Wozolek, 2021), these events become a kind of curriculum 

that are affectively entangled across contexts, moved by, and moving, cultural values. This is 

because, as other scholars have argued, violence is in consistent circulation between schools and 

communities (e.g., Jackson, 1968; Love, 2019; Nespor, 1997; Pinar, 2012; Watts & Erevelles, 

2004; Willis, 1978; Woodson, 1933). Perhaps it is no surprise then that the U.S. Government 

Accountability Office (GAO) conservatively reports that over 1,000 cases of rape or attempted rape 

and 7,000 cases of sexual assault other than rape happen annually in K-12 public schools (GAO, 

2021). 

Second, while the focus above is sexual assault and rape as they are enmeshed across 

contexts, it is important to define consent broadly, as this paper will do through the narratives 

presented below. When consent dialogues are narrowly focused, it becomes easier to write consent 

out of the curriculum because topics like assault and sexualities are often considered to be 

developmentally inappropriate topics for young people to learn about in schools (Wurtele & 

Kenny, 2011). What is often missing in these dialogues is how consent can be central to all intra- 

actions, from how materials are chosen in schools to how educators expect young people to address 

each other. What is argued here is how broadening one’s understandings of consent in classrooms 

can allow a critical consent curriculum to happen early and consistently. What I am calling for here 

is an understanding of the intra-connected ways that one can consent, refuse, resist, and, relatedly, 

be dehumanized through the inability to choose. What is central to my argument is the necessity 

for dedicated time in schools and teacher education programs to think about how a critical consent 

curriculum might be crucial to interrupting violence that occurs between schools and communities. 

Third, colleges and universities confer a little more than 85,000 education degrees across 

the United States annually (Schaeffer, 2022). Although this statistic shows dwindling numbers 

compared to past decades (Schaeffer, 2022), my concern is the more than 85,000 teachers who are 

graduating with little to no background in curriculum theory or critical theories focused on consent 

(Pugach et al., 2020). The tools made available at the intersections of curriculum theorizing and 

critical theories of consent are, therefore, often missing from the cultural toolkit (Swidler, 1986) 

given to teacher candidates and used by K-12 teachers. By cultural toolkit, I am referring to the 

beliefs, ideologies, and practices people—in this case educators—use to shape their interactions 

and behaviors. This absence is often reified when teacher educators—whose teacher training 

initially came from universities where dialogues on curriculum theory and consent might have been 

similarly absent—begin their work in higher education without these tools. This means that an 

understanding about how consent can be expressed across the forms of curriculum—formal, 

enacted, hidden, and null—is often absent from how teachers make sense of the sociopolitical and 

cultural contexts of schools and communities and, over time, justify how and what3 they teach.  

Finally, questions of consent are largely missing from national curricular conversations. For 

example, the National Health Education Standards that are promoted by the Centers for Disease 

Control and Prevention (CDC) and written in collaboration with the American Public Health 

Association, the American School Health Association, and the American Association for Health 

Education, promise to “reinforce the positive growth of health education and to challenge schools 

and communities to continue efforts toward excellence in health education” (Centers for Disease 

Control, 2022, n.p.). Despite a rather comprehensive document that includes eight standards and 

several secondary-standards for K-12 youth, “consent” was not mentioned once at the time this 
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paper was written. Even within the National Sexuality Education Standards, which provide “age-

appropriate standards [that] … address the inconsistent implementation of sexuality education 

nationwide and the limited time allocated to teaching the topic” (FoSE, 2011, p. 6), consent is 

described only as a 12th grade standard and is not explicitly addressed in the standards that act as 

building blocks prior to this grade. Similarly, the curriculum described by the National Council for 

the Social Studies (NCSS), which purports to “promote civic competence—the knowledge, 

intellectual processes, and demographic dispositions required of students to be active and engaged 

participants in public life” (NCSS, 2023, para. 4), currently has no standards that explicitly address 

consent as a part of developing “civic competence.” This is not to say that these or other related 

curricula are not filled with significant information; they certainly are. This is to note the absence 

of this critical conversation across PreK-12 curricula and schooling in the United States and to 

argue that including consent is vital to interrupting future violent events that stem from non-

consensual ways of being, knowing, and doing. 

In sum, the United States lacks normalized conversations about consent in schools and 

communities. Without this frequent dialogue, it is difficult for people to imagine how consent 

might move beyond talk and into action. Further, consent is rarely considered a tool that people 

can use to disrupt sociopolitical and cultural violence when a person or a community’s ability to 

consent is removed or disregarded as significant. Like all forms of oppression, the inability to 

consent is disproportionately harmful for minoritized populations. For example, I’m writing this at 

a time when people are still not permitted in several states to have their gender identities reflected 

in legal documents without gender affirming surgery (Movement Advancement Project, 2024). 

This is a moment in U.S. history when conversion therapy, which has been known to include 

deliberate emotional violence (Galop, 2022; Haldeman, 1994), is still legal in many states. 

Additionally, although deemphasized by rhetoric around events in South Africa, corrective 

rape remains an issue in the United States that disproportionately impacts queer youth (Doan-Minh, 

2019), often through conversion therapy. I am writing this at a time when Indigenous, Black, 

asylum-seeking, and undocumented women are far more likely to endure sexual assault and rape 

during their lifetime than their white peers who are documented citizens (Murphy-Oikonen et al., 

2022; Samra et al., 2019; U.S. Department of Justice, 2022). 

This is a time when Roe v Wade—a landmark 1973 decision of the U.S. Supreme Court 

that guaranteed a person, regardless of gender identity or sexual orientation, bodily autonomy to 

choose abortion—was struck down by the 2022 Supreme Court case, Dobbs v Jackson Women’s 

Health Organization. This means that people who become pregnant, regardless of the intersections 

of race, genders, sexual orientations, and other facets of one’s identity, may be forced to carry a 

pregnancy to term. This edict was given with complete disregard to how the person became 

pregnant, their health conditions, financial status, religious beliefs, or overall desire to remain 

pregnant. This is a time when book bans are on the rise, meaning that media specialists in schools 

and teachers cannot consent to make these materials available in their libraries or classrooms due 

to pressure from groups that have little to no training in library science or education. The removal 

of these books from libraries means that parents cannot help their children make an informed 

decision about what books their children can check out and read. In sum, the battle is over more 

than just books and their related material; it is about who has the right to consent to an engagement, 

or lack thereof, with certain ideas. 

Finally, this is a time when the mayor of New York City has recently announced a plan that 

mirrors the Ugly Laws of the late-1800s to mid-1900s, in that law enforcement will have the power 

to forcibly hospitalize people struggling with mental illness (Rascoe & Lewis, 2022).4 The removal 
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of various forms of autonomy—from the ability to consent to how one’s gender identity is legally 

recognized, to the ability to read certain books, to the capacity to deny or consent to medical 

treatment—continues to impact people and communities across the United States. 

The result of these multiple and ongoing forms of violence creates barriers to various forms 

of autonomy without fear of coercion or aggression while allowing many with privilege and power 

to continue their lives relatively unaffected. One only needs to consider cases where politicians 

and professional athletes were involved in sexual violence and, despite public scrutiny under the 

#MeToo movement, have been minimally impacted by their actions (Springora, 2021). Returning 

to the example of Dobbs v Jackson, although all people with uteruses who need to terminate a 

pregnancy are impacted by this decision, those who lack the privilege to travel to states where they 

can safely and legally obtain medical assistance are disproportionately impacted compared to their 

peers who have additional forms of financial and cultural capital. 

It is important to note that there are many methodological inroads to conceptualizing a 

critical consent curriculum. Before turning toward participant voices, perspectives, and stories, I 

will now outline the methodological framework used across the studies from which these narratives 

emerged. This is important because the methodological and theoretical frameworks from these 

studies are enmeshed with questions of agency, transparency, attunement, and voice; some of the 

very concerns raised when thinking about the current sociopolitical moment and consent in general. 

That is: How do we listen to, sit with, and be in conversation with consent as it is situated in and 

across sociopolitical and cultural contexts? How do we normalize affective attunements that create 

and maintain consensual relations across affective spaces and bodies? 

 

 

Attunement, Method, and Consent 

 

The stories re-counted and re-membered (Dillard, 2012) in this paper come from several 

contexts that predominately used sonic ethnography as a methodological framework. Sonic 

ethnography is understood to emerge at the intersection of sensuous ethnographic methodologies 

(e.g., Behar, 1996; Rosaldo, 1993; Stoller, 1997) and sound studies (e.g., Erlman, 2004; Steingo & 

Sykes, 2019; Sterne, 2012; Stoever, 2016). While there are several scholars and artists who present 

their understandings of sonic ethnography, this particular methodological expression is aligned 

with the work of Walter Gershon, who in many ways brought this possibility to education at large 

(e.g., Gershon, 2017) and sonic possibilities to curriculum studies in specific (e.g., Gershon, 2011). 

As one might imagine, sonic ethnography attends to the messy, intra- related sound politics that 

often dictate who, when, where, and which bodies are heard (Gilbert & Pearson, 2002; Waitt et al., 

2014). Methodologically and ethically speaking, sonic ethnographic work also calls for an 

engagement in and with deep listening practices (Oliveros, 2005) as a reflexive practice of data 

collection and analysis. Aligned with the field of sound studies more broadly and sensuous 

ethnographic methodologies, sonic ethnographers listen deeply to both participant narratives and 

the ideas that emerge from their stories by thinking about how participants can be (mis)heard, how 

their narratives reverberate, and how they are re-active (Gershon, 2011; Sterne, 2012; Stoller 

1997). For example, consider the art of playing music, or sound engineering for different forms of 

media. In the former example, musicians are generally attuned to their partners, and, in the latter, 

sound engineers must be attuned to and reflective about the images with which they work in post-

production. Deep listening and sonic engagements are always already a question of reflexive and 

affective attunements (Gershon, 2020; Lipari, 2015; Steingo, 2019). Although there are several 
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inroads to reflexive research ethics, sonic ethnography is used here to listen deeply to the many 

ways that consent reverberates and is dampened across educational contexts. 

As this paper traces the contours created as consent theory moves across educational 

contexts, it is important to note that I have taken up my work on pathology as method of analysis 

(Wozolek, 2021) alongside the sonic ethnographic data presented below. Pathology as a method 

of analysis is significant because it provides one way to trace previous pathways after the study 

has been completed. This allows the researcher to better understand how bodies moved and the 

impact of intra-actions as people and things were in flux through events. To be clear, much of this 

methodological approach is central to processes of qualitative research and sonic ethnographic 

data. However, pathology as method of analysis specifically conceptualizes how the margins are 

created and, when necessary, foregrounds questions of resistance, refusal, and interruption. As is 

the case with medical uses of the term, pathology is meant as the process for conceptualizing 

trajectories as they are in rhizomatic relation, rather than how it is often used in common discourse 

as a word that has a negative connotation with regard to finding an illness or a problem. Used here, 

pathology of method of analysis is one way to explicitly set aside one aspect of the polyvocal 

(Bakhtin, 1981; Gershon, 2022) contexts and narratives from these studies and think about how 

each sample speaks to others—a cacophony into themselves across times, spaces, and places—

before folding them back into their original data sets. Finally, these samples are a reminder that all 

forms of subjugation and their multiple ways of being, knowing, and doing do not exist in isolation 

(Hartman, 1997; Puar, 2017). 

Thinking about the entwined nature of events and bodies, I have chosen these four samples 

for several reasons. First, three of the narratives below were given by students who identify as 

marginalized across questions of gender identity, race, or intersections therein. These first three 

narratives came from students whose ways of being, knowing, and doing defined the margins of 

their schools and systems of schooling in general. The final narrative emerged during a professional 

development session where the lives and well-being of minoritized students were discussed at 

length. This final sample explicates how some educators’ malignant actions reinforce the margins. 

As I have argued elsewhere (Wozolek, 2021), related to pathology as method of analysis, the 

margins are re-cast here as positive, despite the oppressions these students endured as they were 

pushed out (Morris, 2016) of schooling. 

The purpose is to hear these narratives as they exist at the intersections of the margins and 

to engage in the practice of deep listening to these stories. Oliveros (2005) discusses deep listening 

as an “active engagement with attention” (p. xxi). Oliveros continues to explain that deep listening 

is a voluntary act where one encounters “complexity and boundaries, or edges beyond ordinary or 

habitual understandings” (p. xxiii). Deep listening to the margins, and the bodies that create and 

reinforce them, is, therefore, an attention to the immense vastness of sounds and ideas while 

engaging with the subtle notes that contribute to the complex nature of any-thing that is heard. It is 

an act of critical care to be attuned to and with the many pathways through which sociopolitical 

norms continuously invade spaces, places, and bodies in and across the margins. It is, for example, 

hearing the roundness of Art Tatum’s “Yesterdays” while feeling the notes that undergird each 

sensation of listening. 

The inclusion of these samples allows the listener to hear these stories as reverberations of 

oppressions, rather than echoes. The delineation between an echo and a reverberation is important 

for several reasons. An echo can be understood as a reflection of sound waves. Echoes tend to have 

well-defined sonic edges and occur after the original sound has stopped. They are also thought of 

as singular—one sound reflected off surfaces until the context dampens them completely. 
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Reverberations, however, can be perceived as continuous sound. Reverberations are the “messy, 

mobile [sounds] … that can be enhanced, dampened, sneaked through the cracks of oppression, or 

arrived in a torrent … and carry sets of norms, values, possibilities, and problems” (Gershon, 2013, 

p. 1164). The reverberations of violence, what I have called echo chambers of oppression 

(Wozolek, 2023), are presented here for listeners to hear cacophonies of silence; the consensual 

absences in schools that disproportionately impact students whose be-ing exists in the margins. 

Much like scholars’ attention to the inherent movement in silence (e.g., Heller, 2015; 

Moten, 2003; Wozolek, 2023), dialogues about the agency of things like racism (e.g., Rosiek, 

2018), or affect theorists’ work on the movement of everyday affects (e.g., Gregg & Seigworth, 

2010; Stewart, 2007), here I am examining how an absence of consent theory and its related 

dialogues shift, shape, and reinforce sociopolitical understandings. Finally, one could argue that 

pulling samples across contexts falsely presents a narrative about the larger symphony that is 

schooling and the communities with which schools are knotted (Nespor, 1997). However, as Agar 

(1996) reminds us, even in the case of one student, some information will inevitably be left out of 

the final scholarly work. Though, in a conversation about consent, it is worth pausing to consider 

if participants can fully consent to the researcher’s body/bodies of scholarship. Here I am attending 

to which stories are included and which are absent from scholarly presentations, papers, and books. 

Although researchers often engage in member checks of participant narratives, I wonder: Can 

participants ever fully consent to the final drafts of one’s scholarship, discussions at conferences 

about participant’s experiences, or other parts that are ultimately central to the body of a scholar’s 

work? I wrestled with this notion extensively while writing this paper.  

Working in service toward and with ethical lines of care and consent, I worked to ensure 

that although these samples are borrowed from the lives to which they ultimately belong, it is also 

crucial to note that these samples are massively overdetermined (Agar, 1996). By this I mean that 

the themes related to these samples were recurrent in their contexts and, one can easily argue, are 

iterations that occur across sociocultural contexts. In sum, these are samples that exist as 

reverberations within echo chambers of oppression. They stand with other stories that ultimately 

encourage and maintain the absence of a critical consent curriculum. With these layered narratives 

and their broader contexts in mind, this paper will now turn to participant “samples” before tracing 

the contours of curriculum theory and a critical consent curriculum. 

 

 

Samples 

 

Sample 1: The Call 

 

Sam5 was a 21-year-old White trans person who, at the time, was a participant in a 

longitudinal study on school violence that I was conducting in the Midwest.6 They called me at 

8:21am and revealed that they had been raped at a party the night before. They noted that they did 

not seek medical attention or file a police report because, after multiple negative experiences with 

both doctors and the police, they feared that they would not receive the necessary services while 

potentially enduring further emotional trauma from professionals. Sam explicated that because the 

assault began while they were sleeping and because they did not say, “No,” once they woke up, 

that it would not be considered rape. It is important to note that Sam survived multiple incidents of 

sexual assault as a minor and that, in this conversation, they compared their reactions across 

contexts. They said, “I just let him finish. It’s not rape if you know what’s going on and you just 
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lay there quietly. I waited for him to be done and tried not to cry too much.” 

When I talked to him about it after, he said the same thing—that “he thought I was okay 

with it because I didn’t say no, because I didn’t push him away. He’s right, I didn’t say no. I didn’t 

push him. I didn’t say no. My body did not say no, even though I was thinking it the whole time.”  

 

 

Sample 2: Friends Don’t Bite 

 

Leticia was 12 years old at the time this sample was collected. She identified as biracial, 

attended a city school on the East coast and, although she was petite compared to her peers, she 

spoke with a round, booming voice that carried across a classroom. Although we shared many 

conversations during our time together, in this sample I will foreground a moment when she 

recounted the complexity of relationships in school, including young students who are often 

dismissed for experiencing far more “simple” relationships than older children in middle or high 

school. Leticia explained that this is often compounded by teacher-imposed rules and classroom 

cultures. She gave an example from her early childhood experiences when a teacher encouraged 

students to call each other “friend,” regardless of the relationship between children. Leticia 

explained that she remembered that the teacher said they [the class] needed to do this to “build the 

school family.” This language was notably difficult for Leticia, who struggled with both notions 

of family and friendship. These feelings culminated when a classmate bit Leticia several times over 

the course of two weeks. Leticia remarked,  

 

Jake was not my friend. Friends don’t bite. But he bit me. A lot! When I told Ms. G, she 

said that he was still a friend. That we’re all friends. We just need to learn to be nice to our 

friends. I hope he eventually learned to be nice because I didn’t want him to be my friend. 

I didn’t want to be forced to be friends with people. That’s the kind of thing teachers do, 

they force you to pretend. We pretend to like learning the way they want us to learn. We 

pretend to have a “family” of classmates. That [forced] pretending? That part never ends. 

 

 

Sample 3: Real Books Defined 

 

Byron was an eighth grade student who identified as Black and, at the time, was questioning 

his sexual orientation. Byron was average height and weight but appeared rather broad as he moved 

through the doorway of the classroom after school. He was upset because his English Language 

Arts teacher told the class that they needed to pick a fiction book for the upcoming unit. Before the 

class was dismissed, the teacher, who was in the throes of her first-year as an educator, neglected 

to tell students that she had constructed a list of books that she deemed appropriate for this unit. 

That weekend, Byron’s mother took her son to the local library to explore his options. On Monday, 

Bryon came to school with a graphic novel that he had chosen with his mother. The teacher 

explained that graphic novels were not accepted materials and that he would need to read a “real 

book” that was “not a comic book.” Byron looked defeated when he came to speak with me. He 

expressed frustration and said,  

 

Teachers … they just … they just fake democracy all the damn time. Not like we have a 

choice. Why not just tell us what to do and not pretend like we matter? Why pretend that 
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they wanna make us feel like we matter? Clearly, I don’t matter to her … I don’t matter 

here. 

 

 

Sample 4: Rejecting Identities 

 

One afternoon, I was running a professional development session for K-12 educators in a 

small, rural school district in the Midwest. The session focused on affirming students’ identities, 

regardless of their gender, sexual orientation, race, and the like. Ms. Bucks, a veteran teacher who 

identified as a White woman, sat with a notably resistant posture, periodically giving heavy sighs, 

which made her position on the topic painfully clear within the first 10 minutes of the two-hour 

mandatory session. Finally, she raised her hand and asked,  

 

So what? I’m just supposed to call people whatever they want to be called? Is that what you 

want? You want me to call a boy “Susan” or some shit like that? We just ignore their legal 

name in the roster? And then what do you want me to call them when I have a parent-

teacher conference and their parents don’t know about it? I can’t do that. I refuse to do that, 

deceive parents that way.  

 

There was silence as her colleagues waited for my response. While I gave tips on how one might 

talk about someone without directly using a name (e.g., “your child”), she grew increasingly 

restless. After a moment, she said, “Look. I teach science. This stuff isn’t supposed to be the focus 

of my teaching anyway.” Finally, a colleague spoke up and said,  

 

Look. My name is Richard, but everyone calls me “Bob.” I was even able to request that it 

says “Bob” on the school webpage and on my email. I hate the name “Richard,” and I really 

don’t want people to call me “Dick.” I’ve never heard you have a problem with calling me 

“Bob.” We call kids by their nicknames all the time. Why are we not giving blanket respect 

to people who change their name, regardless of the reason? 

 

 

Curricular Cacophonies 

 

Curriculum theorizing has a history of foregrounding what William Pinar (2005) once 

described as complicated conversations. These conversations are always already polyvocal and are 

endemic to the field and the curricular expressions that are central to this kind of scholarship 

(Gershon & Helfenbein, 2023; Ohito & Coles, 2020). Much like the overlapping sounds in a busy 

school cafeteria, the forms of curriculum—formal, enacted, hidden, and null—move with, cut 

against, and blend together. Despite the enmeshed nature of curricula, teacher education programs 

tend to focus solely on the formal curriculum, or the “official” knowledge that teachers intend to 

give students, which are imbricated with local and less local sociopolitical norms and values 

(Apple, 1993; Jackson, 1968). Often absent from teacher education programs is the null 

curriculum—or what is (un)intentionally not taught (Eisner, 1985)—the enacted curriculum—or 

what is learned through the intra-actions of human and nonhuman bodies (Page, 1991)—and the 

hidden curriculum—or the lessons learned across layers of scale in a school that are often hidden 

to those participating in the culture (Anyon, 2000; Giroux & Penna, 1983). What is proposed here 
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is a critical consent curriculum that attends to all forms of curriculum, how they move between 

schools and communities, and how they shape (non)consensual relations and relationships. 

In other words, the absence of an early and explicit formal curriculum focused on consent 

taught through organizations like the CDC and NCSS has impacted the implicit and explicit 

messages learned through the null, enacted, and hidden curricula. These absences can be heard 

through the samples above and felt as they spill across policies and political movements—from 

broad questions of bodily autonomy through Dobbs v Jackson to Leticia’s narrative on how 

friendship is defined in school. It is, perhaps, no surprise that Sam’s sample is located amid 

consistently high numbers of sexual assault that occur both in and out of school contexts. From 

these intra-connected contexts, one might ask: How is Byron’s experience with what he deemed 

“fake democracy” and narrow definition of what counts as a “real” book mirrored in a milieu of 

book bans? Or, one might ask: How is Ms. Buck’s dialogue on how educators can affirm students’ 

gender identities felt in bathroom bills and policies that exclude transgender athletes? 

Additionally, how are these samples woven through local and less local hidden curricula? 

One might argue that the formal curriculum is always nonconsensual at their core, both in how it is 

written and how it is carried out in schools. This is because students’ voices, understandings, and 

interests are often pushed out of curricular goals and objectives in lieu of continuing a curriculum 

and related pedagogies that are driven by an emphasis on testing (Au, 2010; Taubman, 2010). 

Furthermore, consent remains absent from the teaching profession’s expectations for educators. 

For example, the standards set by the National Board for Professional Teaching Standards 

(NBPTS) that are recognized across states, various organizations, and by the U.S. Department of 

Education establish educators as experts when they are able to commit to teaching all students, 

have a depth of subject matter knowledge and how to pedagogically guide students through subject 

material, are able to effectively monitor learning, are able to learn from their own practice, and are 

connected to learning communities. These standards prioritize pedagogy and content knowledge 

over student voice. Although critical conversations across fields of education have longstanding 

histories that call for student agency and perspective to be centered in schools (Love, 2019), 

educators often do not find the time or the support to put this into practice during daily classroom 

instruction. From this perspective, the narratives above are aligned with a formal curriculum that 

discourages consent as a part of everyday pedagogical practices and policies. 

When curricula are written and conceived as information to be delivered to students, then 

the stated, if not implied, importance of knowledge and its contours reside not with children who 

receive the knowledge but at the top with those who design it. Further, questions of consent are 

negligible, if at all present, in such curricular constructions, all but ensuring that students’ consent 

to any aspect of their everyday classroom lives is not only unnecessary but so unimportant as to 

not be considered in the first place. The notion that young people can only give their permission to 

the things their parents approve has its shortcoming in important everyday life decisions in safety 

and knowledge. Children must also be able to give, or be asked for their consent, in important 

personal decisions in the flow of everyday life. This does not, however, mean that questions of a 

child’s safety, care, and understanding should not also be beholden to guardians’ questions about 

consent. This is because, for example, while young people should be able to make decisions about 

going into the bathroom with a person they have never met, their parents should also be able to tell 

them that the small cut on their finger does not mean they have to come home from school. In 

short, critical consent curricula are always already complex. 

Engaging with such complexities, a critical consent curriculum recognizes at least three 

overarching categories that pertain to questions of consent and everyday schooling. The first is 
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centered on local actors who believe that their work interrupts norms and values, but the method 

of interrupting such ideas and ideals are harmful. This is expressed in Leticia’s narrative, when the 

teacher’s attempt to build community by demanding students address each other as “friends” was 

ultimately harmful to students’ ability to develop a strong understanding of healthy relationships. 

A second category are local actors who do not see a critical consent curriculum as a part of their 

work as educators. For example, it is not uncommon for teachers to dismiss curricula that 

foreground equity and access—like a critical consent curriculum—as “not their business” because 

of their discipline, as heard from the sample where Ms. Bucks explicated that taking the time to 

learn about how she might affirm students’ gender identity was outside of the scope of teaching 

science. Finally, one might argue that there is a group of local actors who are intentionally harmful, 

as is the case for educators like Ms. Bucks, whose refusal to recognize trans and gender 

nonconforming students, even in light of evidence that affirming their gender identities can lower 

rates of depression, self-harm, and suicide (Russell et al., 2018), still resist and refuse any affirming 

care in the classroom. 

Finally, I recognize that suggesting what some might feel to be an imposition of curricular 

understandings of consent is at best an irony and at worst an inversion of care. However, given the 

appalling lack of attention to questions of consent in schooling that tend to, at best, operate 

according to teachers’ pedagogical and curricular needs, something indeed must be done to begin 

this much needed conversation around questions of dignity, care, and unnecessary harm. This does 

not mean that discussions of care or consent cannot be weaponized in ways that utilize the language 

and literacies of caring and consent to do harm. For example, it is not uncommon for teachers to 

say they hate standardized tests. Yet many spend all year insisting students take them. A critical 

consent curriculum engages reflexive practices of affective attunements. That is, developing 

understandings of students’ needs and knowledges of care, including how that care might be 

enacted. 

 

 

Conclusion: Consensual Attunements 

 

A critical consent curriculum is a necessary next step in interrupting both harm due to lack 

of consent in everyday schooling and presents positive pathways for addressing often complex and 

triggering experiences in ways that promote change for the betterment of children. Therefore, 

working towards a critical theory of consent in curriculum should attend to the following 

attunements: questions of voice and power, questions of positionality and care, questions about 

attentions and intentions, and an emphasis on how care is expressed and for whom care is done. 

It is my hope that this paper stands as an invitation for teachers, regardless of their time in 

the profession, and teacher education programs to learn, teach, and commit to critical consent 

curricula as they are enmeshed with curriculum theory. In the end, engaging in schooling that 

foregrounds critical consent is a call for affective attunement across layers of scale (Gershon, 2013; 

Trondalen & Skårderud, 2007). Practically, this means paying attention to people’s feelings in a 

way that matters and giving them the dignity to take them seriously. It also means developing and 

normalizing a cultural toolkit for educators around ideas and ideals of critical consent and 

curriculum theory. This does not mean that dissensus is absent from such complicated 

conversations (Rancière, 2011). Rather, this is a call to engage in the messy nature of any kind of 

work that is critically constructive. In this case, it is a call to build a critical consent curriculum 

with an ethical commitment to questions of intuition, transparency, and care. 
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Notes 

 
1. The content of this paper might be triggering for many people, especially those who are surviving and/or have 

survived sexual violence. Regardless of if you are in, out, or between moments of violence, I want to remind you 

that you are not alone and to urge you to consider seeking help through various agencies like RAINN’s National 

Sexual Assault hotline (1.800.656.4673), which also has an online chat feature (https://hotline.rainn.org/online). 

2. This was calculated as I logged the hours I worked on this paper, multiplied using RAINN’s (2022) statistic that 

roughly every 68 seconds a person in the United States experiences sexual assault, with a child victim 

experiencing sexual assault every 9 minutes. The scope of this problem includes victims/survivors who are 

children (60,000/year), people who are incarcerated (80,600/year), military personnel (18,900/year), and the 

general public (433,648/year). 

3. Although standardization has narrowed the ability for teachers to make curricular decisions through the formal 

curriculum, it is important to note the agency that teachers have in their classrooms in terms of the curriculum and 

how their perspectives on schools and systems of schooling impact these decisions. 

4. To be clear, while I feel that all people should have access to healthcare, I remain concerned about police officers’ 

lack of training at the intersections of policing and mental health, many states’ lack of adequate investment in 

social workers, psychologists, and others whose professions focus on mental health, a lack of funding for state-

run hospitals where people struggling with homelessness will likely be sent, the potential for a lack of oversight 

on who is being relocated, and other such concerns that have not yet been addressed in the documents related to 

this plan. 

5. All proper nouns are pseudonyms. 

6. Although Sam was participating in a study that focused on violence, they used the number I gave participants to 

call to speak about study-related ideas, and they paused at one point in the conversation to ask if these kinds of 

experiences were resonant to the study and give permission to publish this along with the other data they had 

offered during the study, I was concerned that they were not in the right state of mind to fully consent to this story 

being included in a publication. Therefore, I waited 5 years to think with/about this particular data point, and I 

spoke to Sam to ensure that consent was still being offered with informed and consistent enthusiasm to use this 

data. 
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