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ABSTRACT 
As a queer cisgender teacher researcher passionate about classrooms as sites of social justice practice and teaching within a district that is 
ambitiously investigating what educational equity truly means in practice, this action research project was a first step in determining how queer and 
gender expansive students fit into the grand discussion of equity. To investigate this critical question, I launched a monthly book club for teachers 
from our middle school and neighboring elementary school who were interested in reading queer young adult literature, analyze articles and 
practitioner pieces about gender diversity and queer issues in education, and discuss how we can build equity for queer (and all) students in our 
own particular school and district contexts. Alongside this informal professional development with teachers, I launched our school’s first GSA 
(Genders and Sexualities Alliance) Club, where students take on leadership roles in teaching critical topics to their peers and developing social 
action projects. Furthermore, I worked closely with my grade level team to determine how best to support students with non-conforming gender 
identities and expressions in situations where the adults in their life are not in agreement about the correct steps to take. Through this work, many 
key findings emerged, including: kids have more authority and agency over their gender journeys than teachers realize, many teachers lack 
awareness and exposure to basic knowledge around gender diversity and queer issues, this topic has been absent from professional discussions, 
one fearless teacher can shift the conversation in an entire school, a mix of formal and informal professional development is key for addressing 
controversial and uncomfortable topics, this work cannot be isolated to just one school or one part of students’ identities, literature is our primary 
tool for building empathy and exposure, teachers generally care deeply about all children, and teachers need clarity around what is expected and 
acceptable. Overall, this was the beginning of an ongoing journey towards making a safe space for queer (and all) children within our school and 
district. 
 
RESEARCH QUESTIONS 
What are the beliefs in our school sites around gender studies, diversity, equity, and inclusion? 
How can adults effectively support queer students while maintaining respectful relationships with guardians and colleagues? 
What factors inhibit and foster this work, and what supports do educators still need? 
 

DATA COLLECTION 
Teacher Book Club (Ongoing Focus Group) Grade Level Team (Focus Group) Student GSA Club (Self-Reflective Study) 
Eleven certificated teachers with classrooms 
ranging from pre-K to 7th grade met once a 
month all school year to study gender 
diversity and inclusion in education. Each 
month we read young adult literature with 
queer characters and issues alongside 
articles and practitioner pieces. Our goal was 
to determine what we can do as educators to 
improve our instruction and systems in the 
effort of equity and inclusion. All book club 
conversations were recorded and analyzed. 

With our administrator and one of our 
school counselors, a group of five 6th grade 
teachers have been working this year to 
support a transgender student who does 
not have the support of their family at 
home. This team itself has ranging beliefs 
and comfort with this work. This group met 
for a formal focus group to discuss our 
process for supporting this student and how 
we can improve this work in the future. This 
conversation was recorded and analyzed. 

As the facilitator of our school’s first GSA 
(Genders and Sexualities Alliance) Club, I spent 
a lot of time this school year building 
relationships with and learning alongside some 
incredible queer students and their allies. 
Using students as participants was tricky, as it 
would have been outing many of them before 
they were ready and risking the perceived 
safety of this space, so for now I relied on my 
own written reflections for analysis of this 
critical experience. 

 



FINDINGS 
Exposure & Encounter Experiences 
As we dug into our study of gender diversity and queer issues in education, teachers became exposed to their own biases and gaps in knowledge. 
This led to the powerful realization that teachers often lack a critical awareness around this topic, this awareness can be cultivated through the 
work of one fearless leader, and this can lead to a broader and much needed critical conversation within a school and district around gender. 
Discomfort, Demons & Drunkenness 
The topic of gender diversity and queer issues often brings up a lot of discomfort for educators, and adults in general. Through this work, we 
found that often the lack of basic understanding around terminology and the meaning of terms used to discuss this topic becomes a major barrier 
for educators. This is exacerbated by the history of invisibility, as none of these teachers have had professional learning or discussion around this 
topic. Informal opportunities for professional development outside of the school setting (with food, alcohol, etc.) were identified as an ideal place 
to start engaging in these critical conversations. 
Intersectionality, Intervention & Instruction 
While the focus of this research was on gender diversity, we found that it was impossible to discuss queer students without talking about the other 
intersections of their identities. In order to develop instruction that meets these students’ needs, it was also determined that educators need to 
build partnerships across grade levels and school buildings, and rely heavily on young adult literature to guide these encounter experiences and 
conversations. 
Compassion, Conflict & Clarity 
Regardless of comfort levels with this topic, all of the teacher participants held in common a deep compassion and desire to support all students. 
However, the major challenge was navigating the management of relationships with colleagues and caretakers, especially when belief systems 
were in conflict. One of the primary needs addressed by these educators was the need for clarity around the legal bounds and obligations of what 
we are required and able to do when supporting students within these spaces of conflict. 
 
IMPLICATIONS 
Teachers Administrators Parents/Caretakers Students 
Teachers play a powerful role 
in either perpetuating or 
destabilizing gender binaries 
and norms. We need to closely 
examine the way we speak 
with students every day and 
the impact of this language. 
We also need to be advocates 
for equity, speaking up and 
pushing for conversations in 
our schools around gender 
diversity and queer inclusion 
in practice. 

Administrators hold an incredible 
power when it comes to fostering 
or silencing critical conversations 
in schools around gender 
diversity and queer issues in 
education. A principal’s beliefs 
around this topic can either allow 
for critical conversations around 
gender to take place within a 
school or continue perpetuating 
the toxic history of invisibility. 
Lasting systemic change requires 
a high level of principal support. 

Parents/caretakers need to be 
a part of the work of developing 
a mission, protocol, and system 
for supporting queer (and all) 
students in our schools. This 
should include a diverse array 
of parents/caretakers ranging 
from those that are incredibly 
supportive of gender expansive 
identities and expressions to 
those that believe we should 
adhere to more strict gender 
norms. 

Student leadership, especially 
queer leadership, may be the most 
untapped resource in developing 
true equity for queer (and all) 
students. These children have far 
more authority and agency over 
their gender journeys than many 
(most?) of the adults serving them 
realize. This knowledge and voice 
can be used to shift mindsets and 
beliefs of the adult stakeholders 
and key decision makers in their 
educational lives. 

 
FUTURE RESEARCH 
There are a variety of possible next steps for this project. Most critically, we need to examine how the interventions we implement actually impact 
the implicit and explicit biases of all stakeholders involved. We need to better understand the potential power that queer educators, administrators 
and students have in facilitating equitable change, if they choose to be a part of this critical work. We also need research that incorporates a 
broader diversity of stakeholder voices to better determine how to manage conflicting beliefs among students and the adults that are here to 
serve and support them. 
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