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ABSTRACT  
 

 Institutionalized heteronormativity continues to be maintained in school settings, 

which impedes the learning environment for many youths. Research suggests many 

Canadian schools continue to perpetuate heteronormativity and contribute to the 

marginalization of gender and sexually diverse (GSD) youth, leading to lower graduation 

rates, mental health issues and even suicide. The purpose of this qualitative study is to 

develop a deeper understanding of how heterosexual, Saskatchewan teachers approach, 

understand and bring awareness to GSD inclusive pedagogy. 

Queer theory provides a theoretical lens to develop a deeper understanding of 

participants’ connections to school as a heterosexualized institution, and also to 

deconstruct heteronormativity.  

 Using grounded theory methods of intensive interviews, this study seeks to 

understand how teachers navigate their role as allies and implementers of gender and 

sexually diverse pedagogy. Findings are represented in three themes. The analysis of the 

interviews reveal that 1) teachers often choose to silence discussion around GSD in fear 

of using culturally-offensive language, 2) teachers fear losing the cultural and social 

management of binary genders and sexualities, further perpetuating heteronormativity, 

and 3) teachers want more support through proper professional development and 

training. I conclude by explicating the need and desire for strategic practices that 

interrupt heteronormativity and the marginalization of GSD youth.   
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CHAPTER 1: Introduction to the Study  
 

Reflections and Realizations  

 The most common question I receive when discussing my thesis is, “Great idea, but 

aren’t you straight?” This is the question that drives my research.  How can we move 

away from oppression and heteronormativity if people only expect those who are 

oppressed to stand up for what is right? There were many days, before and during this 

research process when I questioned my ability to be an ally for gender and sexually 

diverse youth and write a thesis that could make a positive impact. The definition of an 

ally can be described as “a person, regardless of their sexual orientation or gender 

identity, who supports and stands up for the human, civil and sexual rights of gender and 

sexual minorities” (Saskatchewan Ministry of Education, 2015).  During the writing of 

my thesis, I attempted to immerse myself in as much of the lesbian, gay, bisexual, 

transgendered (LGBT) community as I could, and I had experiences of walking into 

queer straight alliance (QSA) meetings feeling unwelcomed, and uncomfortable.  

 Originally, I felt defensive as though they did not want me to be an ally or to show my 

support. It was not until the end of my research that I acknowledged that the self-

proclaimed title of an ‘ally’ itself can be looked at as a privileged assumption. As Karen 

Myers, Jaci Lindburg, and Danielle Nied (2014) say, the term ally is not one that can be 

self-selected, rather it should be bestowed upon an individual who understands 

individual experiences and promotes social change without altruistic motives. I freely 

gave myself the title of ally, because I showed up to a few rallies as a supporter. I never 

wavered from assigning myself this title, regardless of how little time I was spending 

advocating for inclusivity. Moreover, I felt like maybe I was not “qualified” to do this 
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type of research, since after all I had never experienced oppression as gender and 

sexually diverse youth had experienced it. Eventually, it took a conversation with a 

colleague of mine who had recently come out as being homosexual to me, to make me 

realize my own positionality in this research, and as an ally in general.  I told him how I 

was feeling unwelcomed into the QSA program, and that I was feeling discouraged about 

my research topic. He looked at me with sadness in his eyes and he reminded me that the 

comfort, safety and protection I feel every day is as a result of my own white, straight, 

privilege. He also reminded me that most gender and sexually diverse students and 

teachers feel uncomfortable and unwelcome every single day. He said the most 

significant thing you can do as a straight ally, is embrace the feeling of discomfort and 

not walk away from it, and show support verbally and non-verbally. It is up to the 

teachers to come out of their comfort zones, to fight even when it is not easy, and stand 

up for what they believe in. He said it was up to me to find out what drives my passion 

about this, and never stop creating change. 

 His encouragement sparked a fire in me that had been burning gently for a very long 

time. It all came back to me about why I always have carried this passion for gender and 

sexual diversity to be evident in schools. It stems from an experience I am not proud of, 

but has helped shape the basis of this research.  

 He was a grade 11 student named John1, and I was a grade 12 student at the time. He 

often wore nail polish, hung out with a female group of students, aspired to be a 

hairdresser, and was the only student in my entire high school, at least of whom I was 

aware at the time, who had come out as being gay. 

                                                           
1 Pseudonyms are used to protect confidentiality of people involved  
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 On one particular day, that grade 11 student chose to voice his opinion on a 

particular topic in my Media Studies 20 class. I sat in the front desk of the same row as 

him, and he sat in the very back desk. I turned around to listen, whilst continuously 

rolling my eyes at his opinions.  I cannot recall what the topic that day was, but I do 

recall disagreeing with his opinion and engaging in a debate. As both of us were 

seemingly stubborn, neither would budge from our opinion, and we began arguing. After 

a long battle, he said something that offended me, and so I replied with a comment that I 

immediately regretted, as I said, “Well, it could be worse… I could be gay.” 

 After class, the teacher called a few of the other girls and me aside and I was terrified 

that he was going to bring up those horrible words that came out of my mouth. He said 

to us, “Girls, I know that you don’t get along with everyone in this classroom, but you 

must not roll your eyes when others are talking.” We were then dismissed to our next 

class. I was confused. Had the teacher not heard me? Was what I said really not that 

bad? Did I have a valid reason for saying what I said?  

 Although this experience happened many years ago, I still continue to think about it 

often. I carry my spoken words with me throughout my daily life. As I query it now, I 

can see how it shaped who I am and helped to shape my research topic of interest. 

Currently, I question whether I feel the need to engage in the experiences of GSD youth 

because of my own homophobic behaviours as a teen. I remember knowing what I said 

was wrong, but my teacher said nothing. Had this teacher not had an experience like this 

before? Perhaps he felt uncomfortable or ill-equipped to bring up this topic, however, it 

was not until a later experience when these emotions of guilt lay blatantly in front of me.  
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 It was the beginning of my last semester of teacher education classes and I was 

enrolled in a class called Education and Multicultural Society. Although the title 

interested me, I was more so looking forward to being done with school and moving 

onward with my life. The class was set up in a way that allowed us to have a sharing 

circle. The majority of the class work consisted of reflections on the readings, and direct 

instruction on the diversity of the students we came in contact with during our teaching. 

Our final project was to bring in an artifact that represented us, and to share it with the 

class.  We were also to consider how it might challenge others to look at their future 

pedagogy as educators.  

 James1 stood up to share his artifact, which was a beaded bracelet that incorporated 

the colors of the rainbow. He went on to tell us of his experiences growing up queer, and 

his difficulties overcoming the socially constructed norms of sexuality. James stood up at 

the front of the class with such poise and confidence, but with such raw emotion that I 

felt as though I was living in his stories with him and really feeling the pain that he was 

going through. He discussed the difficulties of coming out to his parents and siblings and 

the relationships that were still yet to be fixed.  He also discussed his experiences at 

school as a queer youth. He said the words, “I felt alone – I felt that something was 

wrong with me because I did not fit into the stories on the handout or the conversations 

in health class.” At this point, he began to cry and allowed his emotions and 

vulnerability to take over.  

 The teacher asked if anyone had any questions or comments, and for some reason, I 

felt an overwhelming sense of anger towards policy, curriculum, teachers and schools.  I 

tried to hold myself together, but it was no longer possible as I watched him share his 
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deepest feelings. I also had an overpowering sense that the way he felt was, in part, my 

fault as a student who was naïve to this pain he and other young people were feeling. It 

was in this moment that I was brought back to my own high school experience, and my 

uneducated comments that lead to homophobic behaviours. I put up my hand, and in that 

moment, I too became vulnerable and I simply said, “I am sorry”. As we embraced, I felt 

that it was a moment that was going to change me forever.  

 This story, with James’s words resonating through my brain, continues to drive my 

desire to change the way gender and sexual diversity is talked about and taught in 

Saskatchewan schools, and also continues to shape my everyday teaching pedagogy.  It 

continues to shape the opportunities to discuss the ways that silencing GSD topics and 

protecting straight, white privilege re-establishes heteronormative pedagogy. The 

experience caused me to look to my past and awakened me to my own regrets, and to the 

heaviness of guilt that is still present in my mind about my experience as a high school 

student conforming to homophobic behaviours.  

 These experiences have fueled my engagement in educating teachers on GSD 

inclusive pedagogy so that barriers to positive school climate and GSD student 

achievement can be broken. Straight teachers need to continue to be allies, to show 

support, and to embrace the tensions that emerge when discussing topics such as GSD. I 

know I will not choose to waver my support out of fear of feeling uncomfortable, for 

being uncomfortable can often lead to remarkable changes.  

As a part of my personal exploration, I was able to see how heteronormativity within 

schools and society affected my knowledge and awareness of students who are GSD and 
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more importantly, to understand the necessity of creating an environment that supports 

all students. 

Relevance and Significance 

 Most teachers enter the profession of teaching because they genuinely want to help 

students become the best versions of themselves. Teachers put in countless hours to 

create seamless lesson plans they believe will be appealing and thought provoking, with 

the hope that students will see growth from these learned experiences and become 

engaged citizens. From my experiences and perspectives as an educator, I have observed 

the ease with which too many teachers fall into the habit of mundane, routine teaching 

habits that do not challenge the status quo nor attempt to challenge institutional 

oppression. Amid this apathy, students who do not fit into the norms of society, in 

particular students who identify as GSD, are continuously struggling to see success in 

schools (Taylor & Peter, 2011).  

 In North America, queer youth especially are reminded of the heteronormative 

privilege that encompasses daily life, whether it is in the form of the media, schools, or 

politics. Currently, students who identify as GSD do not feel adequately supported in 

schools (Taylor & Peter, 2011), herein lies the justification that there is a need for this 

research. Most of the curriculum is currently being taught and learned through a 

heteronormative lens. In order for heteronormativity to be interrupted, persons who 

identify as heterosexual need to join with those who do not in insisting that all persons 

are entitled to the basic rights of a democratic society (Sumara, 2007, p 52). In other 

words, one cannot teach “about” queer reality; rather, educators must understand the 

complexity of sexualities in all persons and reflect on how they are currently categorized 
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and organized in today’s curriculum. If theorists and educators alike continue to discuss 

the roles of ‘queer’ and the roles of ‘straight’ persons as two categories of people that 

neatly fit into a constructed role, then one is merely reiterating the binaries that have 

been created through heteronormative power and knowledge in past and current society. 

Amongst people of the same ‘sexual category’, experiences, memories, cultural, racial 

and ethnic backgrounds will diversify people’s opinions, relationships, and overall 

understanding of sexualized and gendered curriculum. 

 Although the Saskatchewan Ministry of Education has created a GSD inclusive 

document, it has been placed in the overloaded email accounts of educators, which is 

likely not enough to create awareness of the oppressive and socially unjust curriculum 

where GSD students and teachers alike continue to feel oppressed and stereotyped. It is 

my hope that this research sparks a movement in queering curriculum. It is not enough 

for teachers to create one or two day lessons that single out queer ways of being or 

gender diverse students; rather, teachers need to go beyond and teach students to look at 

how and why our institutions are structured the way they are. I believe educators need to 

be leaders in social justice and inspire students to go against normative discourses and, 

where necessary, challenge the status quo. 

Purpose of this Study 

 Historically, in the school division in which I work, there has been a lack of 

professional development opportunities, seminars, or informative discussions about the 

topic of gender and sexually diverse youth. Most recently, the Saskatchewan Ministry of 

Education produced a document in October, 2015 called: Deepening the Discussion: 

Gender and Sexual Diversity.  The espoused goal of the document is to help educators 
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“focus on creating safe and respectful learning environments for all students, including 

students who are or are perceived to be, gender and/or sexually diverse” (Saskatchewan 

Ministry of Education, 2015, p. 2). As I read the document, I wondered: are teachers 

prepared to include GSD content into their teaching practices and are they prepared to 

support students who identify as sexual or gender minorities?  My query prompted this 

study which seeks to identify and understand how teachers encounter, make sense of, 

and respond to GSD in the high school environment.  

 There is some movement in the province of Saskatchewan that suggests the 

conversation about GSD is deepening in the context of schools and education. I decided 

to research heterosexual Saskatchewan high school teachers’ perceptions of queer 

pedagogy in hopes of better understanding their knowledge of and experience with GSD 

within their classrooms. Hopefully, this study will contribute to the literature that 

enhances GSD understanding, practice, and policy development and implementation in 

the schools.  

 Issues relating to gender and sexually diverse students continue to be an important 

topic when discussing safe, inclusive schools in Saskatchewan. From bullying to 

curricular content, there is still education and awareness needed to ensure that 

Saskatchewan students feel safe and supported in their schools (Saskatchewan Ministry 

of Education, 2015).  

 The purpose of this study is to develop a deeper understanding of how heterosexual, 

Saskatchewan teachers approach GSD inclusive pedagogy. Additionally, I am interested 

in participants’ personal experiences and understanding of gender and sexually diverse 

youth in their teaching practices.  I also hope to develop a deeper understanding of the 
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supports necessary for teachers by probing: (a) How do high school educators support 

GSD in their daily practice? What challenges and opportunities do educators face when 

introducing GSD issues into curriculum at the high school level? (b) How have 

educational opportunities, such as in-service, influenced their knowledge or skill with 

GSD? My research is informed by a heterosexual educator’s perspective and by the 

personal experiences of these teachers in a high school setting. These voices are 

necessary to my research because educators’ voices regarding how they experience and 

understand GSD pedagogy, in other words, how teaching and learning about gender and 

sexual diversity, may inform and provide new perspectives to actively engage anti-

oppressive education.  

Research Questions 

 To explore and describe effective support for educators to engage in gender and 

sexually diverse pedagogy, my research is guided by the following questions and sub 

questions:  

1. Do teachers see themselves as having a role as advocates and allies of GSD 

students? What strategies and supports are available to guide educators in understanding 

their potential role as advocates and allies?  

2. How do High School Teachers support GSD in their daily practice? What are the 

challenges and opportunities educators face when introducing GSD issues into 

curriculum at a high school level?   

3. How have educational opportunities such as in-service influenced their 

knowledge or skill with GSD? How can administrators and school boards further 

educate Saskatchewan teachers on the topic of GSD youth to better prepare teachers to 
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have meaningful and insightful conversations and educational experiences with and for 

these students?    

Overview of the Study  

 This study consists of interviews with five secondary education teachers in different 

schools in the province of Saskatchewan. Observing and conducting intensive-interviews 

are used to gather and interpret the experiences of educators in regards to gender and 

sexuality. Engaging in open-ended, in-depth interviews of Saskatchewan teachers moves 

my study towards a greater understanding of how teachers are navigating and teaching in 

gender and sexually diverse pedagogy. 

 This thesis is organized into five chapters. Chapter one offers an overview of the 

research and purpose of the study. Chapter two provides a literature review of gender 

and sexualities within institutional contexts, exploring the challenges and barriers that 

decrease the likelihood of student success and teacher engagement. Chapter three 

describes the methodology used in this study. Drawing on intensive interviews as the 

research method, I provide an explanation and rationale for my qualitative research 

methods. The chapter explains my data-collection journey, including participant 

recruitment and the use of intensive-interviews.  I also include a brief overview of my 

data analysis procedure. The chapter also includes reference to various qualities of a 

researcher that are integral to the research process, such as the need to be reflexive and 

mindful of my positionality.   

 In chapter 4, I discuss my research findings and analysis. I start the chapter by 

recounting conversations I had with participants about their own understandings of 

gender and sexuality. From there, the attention shifts to the chapter’s main focus: the 
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perceptions of GSD pedagogy in schools according to heterosexual teachers. Participants 

share their various experiences incorporating gender and sexuality into the curriculum, 

navigating their role as allies, and the role professional development plays in their 

understandings of GSD pedagogy. Participants recount the challenges they face, 

including socially instilled heteronormative language, resistance from staff members to 

make changes, and the heteronormative discourses of maintaining societal norms. 

Participants share their various experiences with incorporating GSD into the curriculum. 

Some discuss the burden of adding more to the curriculum and struggling to see where it 

fits, whereas others discuss the desire to have one-off lesson plans that incorporate GSD 

inclusive content. The chapter concludes with a reflection on GSD professional 

development or the lack thereof and the effect this has on teachers’ ability to be 

confident allies and advocates for GSD inclusive curriculum.  

 In chapter five, I conclude the study by deepening the understanding of supports 

contributing to the creation of safe schools for GSD youth. I advocate for professional 

development and supportive learning environments for educators to ensure the teaching 

of GSD is authentic, practical and meaningful for youth. I reflect on future research that 

may enhance the findings in this study to better support all school personnel in creating 

an inclusive and safe environment for youth. I conclude chapter 5 with a reflection of my 

own growth throughout the research process and the steps I plan to take to ensure that 

my own teaching practice is reflective of the outcomes of this study.  
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CHAPTER 2: Review of the Literature 

 Chapter 2 is organized into five main sections.  The first section offers a definition of 

gender and sexually diverse pedagogy pulling from numerous pieces of literature, to 

establish what this term means to me, as the researcher. This section also provides an 

overview of heteronormativity in Saskatchewan. I examined literature that illustrates the 

othering of those who do not fit heterosexist norms. The literature offers an overview of 

the ways heteronormativity continues to silence, marginalize and oppress those who do 

not fit into sexuality and gender binaries. The second section describes current supports 

in Canadian schools that disrupt heteronormativity. This section also discusses 

challenges teachers face when trying to include GSD pedagogy into their teaching 

practices. The third section reviews experiences of GSD students and staff in a high 

school setting. This section establishes the necessity for further research into GSD 

inclusive education in Saskatchewan. The fourth section describes the current laws and 

policies in Canada and more specifically in Saskatchewan to protect people with diverse 

gender and sexual orientations. Finally, the last section looks at the literature that calls 

for curricular changes through a queer theory lens.  

The Social Construction of Heteronormativity 

 GSD inclusive pedagogy will be defined generally as teaching practices that 

incorporate gender and sexually diverse content into the curriculum, and engagement in 

advocacy for gender diverse and sexual minority youths within social and academic 

settings in a school environment (Meyer, Taylor, & Peter, 2014). Gender diverse youth 

can be generally defined as including a person’s identity, expression or behaviour that 

may be different than their assigned sex at birth, being male, female or another identity 
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in a spectrum of gender identities (Bettinger, 2010). Sexual minorities can be defined as 

“inclusive of lesbians, gay men, bisexuals, and transgender or trans-identified persons; 

and to refer to those who disavow the notion and categorization of static sexual or gender 

identities such as gay, lesbian, and so on” (Bettinger, 2010, p. 45). A heterosexual 

orientation will be defined generally as any person who does not label themselves as a 

sexual minority.  

 Heteronormativity is a set of beliefs, actions, and values that assume and imply 

heterosexuality is the norm (Fredman et al., 2013). Heteronormativity fails to take into 

account that there are individuals who do not neatly fall into the category of 

heterosexuality. As Schick (2004) describes, “heterosexual privilege also protects 

straight people from awareness that what is considered ‘normal’ is only possible through 

the marginalization of others’ lives” (p. 249). Therefore, heterosexual privilege exists 

only because of the ‘Other’ that is created through socially constructed norms and 

privileges of a heteronormative society. When one lives in a heteronormative society, 

many laws and norms are coherently associated with being heterosexual. Heterosexual 

societies may assume that all people and ways of being are heterosexual, therefore 

creating uncomfortable and limiting situations and expectations for those who are not 

heterosexual. 

  Heterosexuality in Western culture can be understood as the ‘natural’, which in turn 

can create subjects of privilege (Sullivan, 2003). Heteronormative privilege is the idea 

that those who are heterosexual have a learned discourse of privilege amongst those of 

gender and sexual diversity because of the latters’ association with the ‘Other’. 

 Furthermore, the discursive performativity of the Other continues to reiterate and 
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validate the norm while also constraining and producing the Other in today’s society 

(Youdell, 2006). In other words, discussing queer and sexually diverse people as the 

‘Other’ or different from the norm continues to entrench the status quo. The 

Saskatchewan Ministry of Education’s Deepening the Discussion (2015) provides this 

sufficient definition of heterosexism and heteronormativity: 

 Heterosexism is the assumption that all people are heterosexual and that 

heterosexuality is the superior and only acceptable way of living. Whether intentionally 

or unintentionally these assumptions privilege and validate the worth of heterosexual 

people. Conversely and consequently, many gender and/or sexually diverse individuals 

internalize negative beliefs about their self-worth, whereas heterosexual individuals 

internalize positive beliefs. (p. 15) Therefore, by inscribing the Other, by reinforcing the 

norm, and by continually discussing the subjects within categories, society is continually 

restructuring a heteronormative culture with heterosexual persons being in position of 

power and privilege (Graham & Slee, 2004; Schick, 2004; Youdell 2006). I acknowledge 

that my work continually discusses gender and sexual diversity as a category, however, 

researchers such as Youdell, Schick and Graham and Slee have also written their work 

with GSD subjects at the forefront of discussion, in order to bring awareness to the topic 

at hand.  

 Heteronormativity relates to Rich’s (1980) notion of compulsory heterosexuality. 

Compulsory heterosexuality refers to the assumed and enforced ways of being 

sexualized and gendered in a patriarchal society. According to Rich (1996), the “failure 

to examine heterosexuality as an institution is like failing to admit that the economic 

system, called capitalism or the case system of racism is maintained by a variety of 
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forces, including both physical violence and false consciousness” (p. 135). Moreover, 

heterosexuality is a socially constructed discourse that fails to be understood by 

institutions such as schools, in which students and teachers are often constructed as non-

sexual beings (Youdell, 2005). Sumara (2007) has said that, in order to successfully 

disrupt heteronormativity, gender and sexual binaries need to be challenged by both 

those who are heterosexual and those who identify as queer. 

Que(e)rying Pedagogy and the Barriers that Exist 

 Several Canadian educational institutions have taken leadership roles in addressing 

the issues of safety and acceptance of gender and sexually diverse youth (GSD). The 

Saskatchewan Teachers’ Federation issued a document, Safe Schools: Breaking the 

Silence on Sexual Difference (2002), which was designed to support GSD students and to 

address GSD issues in general. Other institutions and school boards in the country, such 

as the Canadian Teachers’ Federation and the Elementary Teachers’ Federation of 

Ontario, have also created resources to support GSD content in schools, such as Seeing 

the Rainbow: Teachers Talk about Bisexual, Gay, Lesbian, Transgender and Two 

Spirited Realities (2013).   

 At the University level, the University of Regina has successfully created an 

undergraduate class which supports pre-service teachers with the skills necessary to 

support GSD youth (Cronin & McNinch, 2004). The 1,300 Prairie Valley School 

Division (PVSD) personnel, including board members, senior leadership, principals, 

vice-principals and staff attended a presentation on supporting gender and sexual 

diversity in schools by guest speaker Dr. Kristopher Wells, an assistant professor and 

Director for Sexual Minority Studies and Services at the University of Alberta in the fall 
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of 2015 (August, 2015). Dr. Kristopher Wells also attended the Regina Public and 

Catholic Schools convention in March of 2017.  However, this seminar was an optional 

presentation which was chosen by teachers based on their interests. The purposes of both 

seminars were to create a more inclusive environment for students. Positively, the PVSD 

recently announced that all school facilities will have gender-neutral washrooms, 

including elementary schools (Graham, 2016). Furthermore, the Prairie South School 

Division will be the first school division in Canada to offer a new high school course on 

gender and sexuality. The course aims to help GSD youth and their allies understand 

gender and sexually, engage in critical thinking and create positive change within the 

schools (Moose Jaw Pride, 2017).  Saskatchewan schools have the available support of 

organizations such as OUTsaskatoon and fYrefly in Schools to promote and engage 

teachers in their understanding of GSD pedagogy. 

  OUTsaskatoon is an organization that offers professional development opportunities 

and educational services to administrators, teachers and education assistance across 

Saskatchewan. Along with professional development opportunities, OUTsaskatoon and 

Camp fYrefly facilitate a Gay-Straight-Alliance summit in which educators, students, 

and other school staff can come to learn more about the GSD community and create 

sustainable, inclusive relationships (OUTsaskatoon, 2017).  More so, fYrefly in Schools 

is currently offering a voluntary three-part series of sessions, on creating safe spaces and 

establishing supportive networks for GSD youth within the Regina Public School 

Division (“Weekly Info Source”, RPSD, 2017). Studies such as Egale’s Canada Human 

Right’s Trust have demonstrated that in “schools that have made efforts to introduce 

LGBTQ-inclusive policies, GSAs, and even some LGBTQ-inclusive curriculum, the 
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climate is significantly more positive for sexual and gender minority students” (Taylor et 

al., 2013, p. 19).  Although research in this field continues to gain popularity, there is 

still little qualitative research conducted on Saskatchewan teacher perceptions on GSD 

pedagogy within the province. It is necessary to understand these perspectives in order to 

create sustainable and meaningful change in often unsafe and unhealthy school cultures.  

 Numerous educational discourses are still associated with the Other, and therefore 

heteronormative privilege creates the discourses of the norm because “those at the center 

ride the boundaries determining centricity and ex-centricity. However, privilege and 

position at center is dependent upon the subjection and marginalisation of the other” 

(Graham & Slee, 2008, p. 284). An additional challenge arises for teacher pedagogy 

while discussing important but complex topics such as sexuality, poverty, and racial 

issues. How does one discuss the Other without advocating for assimilation into the 

dominant centre (Loutzenheiser, 2010, p.124)?  

 In essence, if educators and students continue to operate within discourses associated 

with preconceived thoughts about gender, race and class, then the discursive 

performativity of these groups continues to be produced and constrained throughout 

educational institutions (Youdell, 2006). When a color/gender/sexuality-blind classroom 

is reinforced (or created), some educators avoid feelings of discomfort and uncertainty. 

For educators to feel safe to discuss topics of uncertainty and to challenge the societal 

norms, it is necessary to create a space where teachers and students alike feel educated 

and empowered to challenge established norms.  

 It is posited that “great teachers become experts in terms of the policy and they fight 

for the changes that will enhance success in their classrooms and beyond. Educators 
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whom [sic] promote social justice and quality education do not limit themselves to mere 

self-preservation” (Rogers, 2008, p. 50). In other words, teachers who are unwilling to 

accept white, heteronormative, privileged teaching and who are willing to commit to 

creating discussions that may be uncomfortable for some students and even the teacher 

themselves, will have the ability to create an environment in which confronting 

inequality is recognized and discussed. In addition, it must be noted that the idea of 

receiving knowledge is not enough to solve issues of inequality. According to Britzman 

(1995), it is “when the knowledge one already possesses or possessed by works as an 

entitlement to one’s ignorance or when knowledge encountered cannot be incorporated 

because it disrupts how the self might imagine itself and others” (p. 160). Therefore, 

educators must encourage students to critically examine the margins in which privilege 

and heteronormativity exist (Britzman, 1995). Although teachers alone cannot solve the 

injustices and inequities regarding sexism, racism, poverty, and many more social issues, 

it is imperative that educators create equity orientated pedagogy (Kelly, 2012). As 

Picower (2009) noted in The Unexamined Whiteness of Teaching, critical education 

needs to be integrated across the curriculum, and because hegemonic understandings are 

so “deeply rooted, inquiry into issues of race, class, gender, sexuality, and religious 

diversity should not be corralled solely into [one classroom lesson]” (p. 212).   

 A study conducted by Schneider and Dimito (2008) reflected on 132 heterosexual and 

queer Ontario teachers’ experiences with teaching and confronting issues LGBT in the 

school environment. They found that teachers who did not have a safe school policy 

regarding LGBT issues felt less safe and less likely to discuss these issues than those 

who did have a safe school policy. The study also found that teachers who were hesitant 
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or reluctant to discuss LGBT issues were mainly related to fear of parents or student 

opinion rather than colleague or school administrators. However, when introducing 

gender and sexually diverse curriculum to parents and administrators, it may have a 

positive outcome if it is framed to support and protect school communities as opposed to 

only those students who are categorized as queer (Schneider & Dimito, 2008). Meyer, 

Taylor and Peter (2015) conducted a study that surveyed LBGT identifying and straight 

teacher’s perceptions of GSD pedagogy in schools and found there were many gaps 

between teacher’s beliefs and behaviours when addressing GSD curriculum. They found 

there was a greater need for GSD inclusion in pre-service education and professional 

development in-service for teachers in order to adequately prepare them to discuss and 

implement inclusive curriculum.  In another study conducted by Hawke and Offord 

(2011), attempts were made to disrupt the fixed ideas of gender and sexual identity in a 

classroom of university students. Queer(y)ing the pedagogical space of learning and 

teaching has proven to be a successful way to deconstruct heteronormativity by 

numerous researchers (Hawke & Offord, 2011; Sumara & Davis, 1999; Atkinson & 

DePalma, 2009).  

 According to Atkinson and DePalma (2009), “…in order to break old chains, new 

chains of invocation must be forged. In order to deconstruct ‘gay’ as an insult, it must be 

allowed to acquire new, positive and intelligible meanings and associations” (p. 25). 

Therefore, it is not enough to educate students with knowledge. It is necessary to also 

break down previously incommensurable constructs and create intelligible, new ways of 

knowing. In addition, current structures that fabricate students’ knowledge of sexuality 

must also be broken down (Schick, 2004; Sumara & Davis, 1999). Preston (2015) found 
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that teachers’ notions of sexuality are linked to essentialist and stereotypical notions of 

sex, which, if left unchallenged, permeate the curricular teachings to students. In other 

words, if teachers do not address sexual diversity as fluid and evolving, students will 

continue to learn about sex from a heteronormative perspective.  

Isolation and Oppression  

 Although resources and actions have taken place to help support GSD students and 

interrupt heteronormativity, there is still resistance among teachers. Egale’s Pan-

Canadian survey in 2011 revealed that 67.2% of Trans youth, 67.0% of sexual minority 

females, and 64.9% of sexual minority males seeing teachers as ineffective in addressing 

homophobic harassment. It was also noted in this survey that the Prairies (Saskatchewan 

and Manitoba) had the least amount of LGTBQ topics addressed in the lived curriculum, 

with only 43.7% of students having LGBTQ topics in the classroom (Taylor et al., 2013). 

Schneider and Dimito’s (2008) study also noted that only 27% of teachers in the 

province of Ontario included LGBT content in the classroom curriculum, and only 30% 

of teachers felt comfortable discussing LGBT issues with students. More concerning to 

note is that only 10% of Ontario teachers indicated having had pre-service training about 

LGBT issues, and only 20% reported having had sufficient opportunities to attend 

professional development workshops on LGBT issues (2008).  

 In addition to this, Bellini (2012) found that GSD training was “invisible” for Ontario 

teachers, arguing that pre-service education and professional development opportunities 

were lacking any sense of GSD inclusion. In many cases, there has been a common 

theme with teachers and their hesitations towards teaching GSD content. These themes 

include (a) fear (b) attitudes of others and cultural beliefs (c) available resources 
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(Fredman et al., 2013; Hermann-Wilmarth & Ryan, 2013; Savage & Harley, 2009; 

Schneider & Dimito, 2008). This is significant because I believe Saskatchewan teachers 

need to feel equipped, confident and understanding of their roles as educators in regards 

to GSD pedagogy. In order for this to happen, policies need to be in place for the 

education system to understand the role and responsibility of GSD pedagogy.  

Experiences of GSD youth in schools. In the last 10 years, there has been significant 

progress in the acceptance and attitudes towards the issue of gender and sexual diversity 

(Hermann-Wilmarth & Ryan, 2013; Mcintyre, 2009; Thein, 2013).  However, despite the 

positive developments, there are still issues around GSD that should not be ignored. 

Egale`s study found that in 2013, “almost two thirds (64%) of LGBTQ students reported 

that they feel unsafe at school” (Taylor et al., 2013, p. 17). Furthermore, it was also 

stated in this survey that “one in twelve heterosexual students reported being verbally 

harassed about their perceived sexual orientation and one in four about their gender 

expression” (p. 17). Other research, such as that by Taylor and Peter (2011), speaks to 

the need for a supportive GSD environment.  Their quantitative, national study focused 

on homophobia and transphobia within Canadian schools. Participants were 

questioned about school climate, harassment, school attachment and institutional 

interventions. The study found that although discrimination on the grounds of sexual 

orientation is a violation of the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms (Canadian 

Charter, 1982, s 15(1)), it is still prevalent in today’s Canadian schools. Researchers 

found students who were sexually or gender diverse are currently being harassed, have 

experience feelings of being unsafe, and feelings of being disrespected in their school 

environment. Never-the-less, the researchers also found that schools that made an effort 
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to introduce gender and sexually diverse policies, GSA’s, and curriculum into the 

environment were significantly more positive for sexual and gender minority students (p. 

19).  Additionally, Meyer et al.’s (2014) study found that 84.2% of teachers approve of 

GSD inclusive education, which brings about hope that teachers understand the 

importance of creating a safe learning environment for youth. The study found that 

straight teachers understood the need to incorporate GSD pedagogy but ultimately 

struggled to enact it in the classroom.  

 Teachers who had personal experiences being a member of a sexual minority group 

were more likely to support sexually-diverse content in classrooms (Meter et al., 2014). 

Meyer et al. (2014) and Schneider & Dimito’s (2008) study found that in order to include 

GSD pedagogy into the schools, rather than rely on teachers who identify a being 

LGBTQ, research is needed to develop strategies and create straight allies for reaching 

students who are GSD. To do this, pre-service and in-service development needs to rely 

on providing GSD inclusive education for teachers.  

Policies and Protection 

Legal and ethical grounds for supporting GSD youth in Canada. Canada has been a 

world leader for societal change in regards to the legal rights of GSD persons. Taking a 

lead in parenting rights, access to full marriage rights, and workplace advocacy have 

helped shifted the inclusivity of gender and sexually diverse people in Canada (Rayside, 

2014). However, educational institutions have been lagging behind the societal laws, and 

have taken much more conservative approaches to legal and ethical decisions and policy 

implementation (Rayside, 2014). In 2000, British Columbia’s, the Surrey Teachers’ 

Association stated that “schools remain one of the last bastions of tolerated hatred 
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toward glbt [gay, lesbian, bisexual, and trans-identified] people” (as quoted in Wells & 

Grace, 2006).  The court case of James Chamberlain, et al. v. The Board of Trustees of 

School District # 36 (Surrey) (James Chamberlain et al. v. The Board of Trustees of 

Surrey School District No 36, 2002) can be viewed as one that helped advance GSD 

inclusivity in schools. James Chamberlain, a primary school teacher, sought permission 

to use same-sex children books to identify diverse relationships in his classroom. He was 

prohibited by his employer, the Surrey School District, and the decision was then 

brought to the Supreme Court of Canada, which sided with Chamberlain, stating 

"Tolerance is always age-appropriate, children cannot learn unless they are exposed to 

views that differ from those they are taught at home." (James Chamberlain, et al. v The 

Board of Trustees of Surrey School District No 36, 2002, SCC 86).  Court cases such as 

this provide a discussion point for educators and also help to decrease the fears that 

many teachers have of parents and administrators when incorporating GSD pedagogy 

into their teaching. Curriculum often fails to focus on the needs of sexual minorities, 

however there is growing support that suggests GSD policies and programs contribute to 

student’s positive experiences and achievements in schools (Swanson & Hettinger, 

2015).   

Legal and ethical grounds for supporting GSD students in Saskatchewan. It may be 

said that heteronormativity makes it possible for homophobia to exist within a society, 

and often leads to discriminatory actions towards gender and sexually diverse people. 

These actions can often produce spaces in schools that GSD students deem as unsafe and 

unfit for a positive leaning environment (Taylor et al., 2011). The Saskatchewan 

Ministry of Education document Deepening the Discussion: Gender and Sexual 
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Diversity (2015) noted that, it is prohibited to discriminate against based on an 

individual’s sexual preference and/or orientation and gender (Canadian Charter of 

Rights and Freedoms, 1982, s 15(1)).  Saskatchewan educator, Doug Wilson, had a key 

role in Canadian and Saskatchewan law changes, in 1975, when he was refused into the 

Saskatoon school system to supervise pre-service teachers by the University of 

Saskatchewan Dean of Education, because of his sexual orientation (Korinek, 2003). 

According to Korinek (2003), the case of Doug Wilson was the initial rights case to test 

human rights in Canada, as well as push the Saskatchewan Federation of Labour to adopt 

non-discriminatory policy on the grounds of sexual orientation. Most importantly, the 

case “publicized homosexuality in the Prairies” (p. 549).  Nonetheless, it was not until 

1993 that the Saskatchewan Human Rights code guaranteed the province’s teachers 

equality of employment opportunities regardless of sexual orientation (Grace & Wells, 

2006). Purposefully, laws and policies help to create safe spaces that protect those who 

do not fit into the societal and cultural norms perpetuated by society. Provincial 

legislation points out that it is against the law to discriminate because of sexual 

orientation and/or gender identity (Saskatchewan Human Rights Code, 2015). 

  Section 1.13 of the STF Governance Handbook states all “students, teachers and non-

teaching personnel in schools have the right to see their realities and family situations 

positively reflected in curricula and learning resources” (p. 71). However, Saskatchewan 

school divisions are lagging behind in policies regarding GSD students. In Regina Public 

Schools (RPS) Administration Procedures, points 14 and 15 mention opportunities and 

in-service sessions to promote diverse gender, race, ethnic and religious teachings for 

staff, however sexual orientation is blatantly missed from this list (p. 8). Although one 
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can identify, under the scope of human rights equity, policy surrounding bullying 

students for their gender or sexual orientation, RPS lacks administration procedures that 

specifically recognize teachers’ roles in providing curricular experiences for GSD 

students (Administration Procedures, 2010, Section 110). Rayside (2014) noted that if 

advocates continue to focus exclusively on harassment and bullying [policies] of these 

youth, then it portrays GSD students only through a victim lens. In doing so, the power 

structures of heteronormativity and the idea of needing to “help” those who are of a 

minority will still exist in the school environment (Schick, 2010).   

 As Wells (2016) has pointed out, “queer and gay is not going to go away and 

Canadian education has to become more responsive and responsible in meeting the needs 

of sexual minorities and protecting them from bias, prejudice, discrimination, and other 

forms of violence” (p. 52). Teachers can play a key role in establishing a climate of 

support for GSD youth and a key piece to the success of this strategy lies in educating 

teachers on these pressing issues. If local policy and procedures are not in place for 

teachers to be responsible for inclusive GSD pedagogy, then who decides if it is deemed 

necessary or not? It is evident that if teachers are to honour the policies and procedures 

placed upon them provincially and federally, changes at the local level need to occur. 

Teaching Teachers 

 Professional development can be defined as “systematic efforts to bring about change 

in the classroom practices of teachers, in their attitudes and beliefs, and in the learning 

outcomes of students” (Guskey, 2002, p. 1). Pre-service education can be generally 

defined as education opportunities prior to working in a school division as a teacher.  

Russel et al. (2001) have noted that “relying on policy alone does not have a meaningful 
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and lasting effect on the extent to which teachers view themselves as allies or sources of 

support for LGBT youth” (p. 342). Rather, professional development and critical 

engagement on the topic of GSD is necessary to improve the overall positive school 

climate and support students on a day-to-day basis (Russel et al., 2001). Many studies in 

Canada have addressed the concerns with the lack of professional development in 

regards to GSD; with each study showing over half of the teaching population do not feel 

comfortable or equipped to speak to address the topic with students (Schneider & 

Dimito, 2003; Richard, 2010). Rayside (2014) points out that most Canadian teachers 

report being unprepared for discussions about sexual diversity, and even those who are 

allies for change struggle with the traditional norms being reproduced daily in school 

environments.  In Schneider & Dimito’s (2008) study, it was noted that “over 80% [of 

teachers] reported little or no exposure to these issues during teacher training, a gap that 

is still widespread in faculties of education across the country” (p. 58). According to 

Schneider & Dimito (2008), among typical educators there is an even greater need for 

specific LGBT training in pre-service curricula and professional development. 

Mandatory GSD Professional development has been known to decrease the frequency of 

GSD related bullying or harassment (Horn, 2006).  

 More positively, there is more engagement surrounding GSD in the schools, at the 

school board level, and at the ministry level in Saskatchewan (Ministry of Education, 

2015). Unfortunately, professional development specific to supporting GSD youth has 

yet to be made mandatory in Saskatchewan schools. Regina teachers have been offered 

sessions with guest speakers, such as Dr. Wells, who are experts on the topic, yet it has 

not been something teachers are required to attend (Convention, 2017). Therefore, the 
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topic may have encouraged a biased representation of teachers with positive attitudes to 

attend, which does not educate the population as a whole.  

 Greytak (2013) found that a brief two hour training session on supporting GSD 

students through teacher attitudes and self-efficacy had a positive effect on creating an 

inclusive school environment. Through professional development aimed at supporting 

GSD youth, teachers become more aware of the roles they can assume on a day-to-day 

basis (Russel et al., 2001).  As Grace and Wells (2006) point out, “…transformation of 

Canadian education to make space and place for sexual minorities remains a slow, 

incremental process” (p. 55). However, provincial organizations such as OUTsaskatoon 

and fYrefly in Schools are beginning to create resources that address the challenges and 

responsibilities of teachers to accommodate gender and sexuality in schools. Once again, 

these resources are not mandatory documents shared with all teachers, nor are they easily 

accessible in each school. Teachers must seek out these resources, which allows for 

teacher choice to determine if GSD inclusive curriculum is deemed important and 

relevant in the classroom. Meyer et al. (2014) found that only 55% of straight Canadian 

teachers were likely to include LGBTQ content into curricular teachings.  Stated another 

way, if teachers are given the opportunity to seek resources pertaining to GSD issues, 

roughly only half of the population may be willing to do so.  

Curriculum change. Teachers have a formal subject based curriculum they must follow, 

aligning with educational goals from the ministry. However, a Saskatchewan teacher’s 

personal lens guides the curriculum teachings to best support their own interpretation of 

the studied topics. No two teachers may necessarily follow curriculum the same way, 

and often curriculum teachings may be altered based on student demographics. As Burns 
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(2002) puts it, “they [teachers] have onerous obligations to deliver complex curricula but 

there is much room for individualization” (p. 213).  Saskatchewan curriculum is limited 

in opportunities to discuss heteronormativity and to challenge the status quo (Morrison, 

Jewel, McCutcheon & Cochrane, 2014). In the grade 9 health curriculum, for example, 

the word homosexuality is mentioned briefly under Responding to Community 

Perception and Norms in discussion with HIV/AIDS (Saskatchewan Curriculum, 2009) 

which may lead to perpetuating false stereotypes and portraying sexually diverse 

students in a negative light. There are opportunities for teachers to discuss gender and 

sexuality within the Saskatchewan curriculum, however without specific mention of 

sexual orientation or gender fluidity within curricular outcomes, it can be easily 

disregarded by teachers. It is within this curriculum that heteronormativity exists, and 

comes to be enacted through societal norms, only challenged when the teacher 

understands the need for interruption.  With specific outcomes and indicators related to 

gender fluidity and sexual orientation, I believe there would not be any room in the 

curriculum for teachers to ‘miss’ the opportunities to deconstruct gender and sexuality as 

heteronormative topics.  

 Rayside (2014) found that over 80% of Canadian teachers report little to no exposure 

to GSD issues during teacher training, rather, training focuses on harassment and 

bullying of GSD youth, which does not challenge gender norms and practices (Rayside, 

2014).  Educational discourse has been perpetrated by binary or oppositional labels in 

order for there to be any identification of the self. The gender and sexual binaries of 

homo/hetero, asexual/sexual, masculine/feminine are always present in society, and in 

the curriculum, continuing to create the labels of “normative” ways of being and “queer” 
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ways of being. However, Britzman (1995) states it is the role of queer theory to 

constitute normalcy as a conceptual order. In other words, these binaries will continue to 

be present in educational pedagogy if people do not look beyond themselves and become 

educated on the concept that normalization is a direct effect of social constructs.  

Petrovic & Roseik (2007)  add to this assumption by identifying that, “one of the most 

serious obstacles to preparing teachers to better serve LGBTQ students is that they are 

unaware of the way heteronormative discourses shape their taken for granted 

assumptions about student behaviour and feelings” (p. 211).  One may believe that 

adding marginalized voices into the curriculum is a way to provide inclusion, however, 

Britzman (1995) states that although gay and lesbian studies in education attempt to be 

anti-homophobic, this often leads to the very exclusion of these voices.  

  Although the idea of ‘adding in’ anti-oppressive curricular content into all aspects of 

the curriculum is a way to provide inclusiveness, there are no adjustments in the attitudes 

of the white, heterosexual, privileged students. More often than not, students begin to 

feel ‘sorry’ for marginalized genders, races, etc., rather than begin to understand how the 

normalization that they feel is due to the social constructs of our society, in which they 

have been placed in a position to think and feel entitled. It is naïve to think that when 

students are given information about marginalized groups of people, that it will change 

their way of thinking, in regards to the way they see themselves. Britzman (1995) states 

that “pedagogical thought must begin to acknowledge that receiving knowledge is a 

problem for the learner and the teacher, particularly when the knowledge one already 

possesses or is possessed by works as an entitlement to one’s ignorance...” (p. 159). 

There is still a self-versus-other in this way of teaching, and it will continue to create 
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ignorance amongst students. In order for classrooms to move beyond an abstract political 

and/or moral commitment, then it will be necessary,  “to respect, document, and share 

what teachers know about this work [GSD pedagogy] as well as how they reconcile their 

own heteronormative subjectivities with their commitment to providing all students 

school atmospheres that are conducive to learning” (Petrovic & Roseik, 2007). A 

challenge that needs to be faced by teachers is “interrupting common sense 

understandings of what constitutes sex, sexuality, pleasure, desire, and the relationships 

among these and the technologies for learning about and enacting their differences” 

(Sumara & Davis, 1999, p. 192). In order for students to rethink the social constructs of 

their own identity, teachers need to shift the thinking from “who are they and why are 

they the way they are,” to “who am I and why I am the way I am.” If queer theorists and 

educators alike, continue to discuss the roles of ‘queer’ and the roles of ‘straight’ persons 

as two categories of people that neatly fit into a constructed role, than one is merely 

reiterating the binaries that have been created through heteronormative power and 

knowledge in past and current society.  

Summary 

 Addressing heteronormativity in society, schools and as individuals can be a 

challenging task as it is necessary to reimagine the worldviews that many have 

previously held and still hold.  Subjects of privilege form in cultures where 

heterosexuality is viewed as the norm and this can often lead to the oppression and 

othering of marginalized groups of people (Sullivan, 2003). Left unchallenged, the 

formal, informal and hidden components of curriculum reiterate and reinforce 
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heteronormative practices and can cause feelings of isolation in today’s youth (Taylor et 

al., 2011).  

 According to Taylor et al. (2011), there is still a lot to learn as heterosexuality still 

prevails as the dominant sexual orientation and binary genders of male/female are still 

the evidential norm in today’s schools. Saskatchewan educators are aware of these 

discourses yet professional development is lacking in the area of gender and sexual 

diversity. Teachers feel ill-equipped to provide supports to students in need (Meyer et al., 

2014; Preston, 2015). It is my hope that through the discussion with my participants it 

becomes evident that training and education is necessary for the success and 

implementation of supportive GSD pedagogy in Saskatchewan. 
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CHAPTER 3: Methodology  

Introduction  

 While numerous studies have investigated the roles teachers play in the experiences of 

gender and sexually diverse students, many of these have been quantitative, focusing on 

teacher’s experiences by using surveys and numerical data (Meyer, 2008; Meyer et al., 

2014). Unlike quantitative data, qualitative data is “more concerned with cultural and 

political meaning creation, and …mak[ing] room for voice and experiences that have 

been suppressed” (Gamson, 2000, p. 347).   I believe schools are a generator for 

heterosexist culture and the time for teachers to openly engage in conversation regarding 

heteronormativity in schools is long overdue.  

 In my study, I use Queer theory to understand participants’ connections to school as a 

heterosexualized institution, and also to deconstruct heteronormativity as it is viewed by 

educators. At one point in time, queer could be understood as anyone not heterosexual; 

however, it has now been transcended into a verb that rejects the idea that the term queer 

must signify anyone and anything that does not follow the norms of sexuality (Sumara & 

Davis, 1999). When researchers and educators alike view queer as a verb, it has the 

ability to go beyond the term queer from stagnate ways of being, or fixed identities, to an 

act that society engages in and allows people to understand the complexity and fluidity 

of the actions associated with queer (Britzman, 1995). For Britzman (1995), ‘theory’ of 

Queer theory, refers to the theory [that]: “insists on posting the production of 

normalization as a problem of culture and of thought” (p. 154).  Queer theory attempts to 

deconstruct the heteronormativity in culture, but also the perceived differences among 

persons rather than categories of persons (Sumara & Davis, 1999). Queer theory in 
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pedagogy can act as a way to interpret how curriculum is already sexualized and has the 

potential to interrupt ways in which curriculum and institutions as a whole are 

consistently heterosexualized (Sumara and David, 1999).  

Grounded Theory  

 Glaser and Strauss proposed a new kind of qualitative research method in 1967, with 

the publication of The Discovery of Grounded Theory: Strategies for Qualitative 

Research (Strauss & Corbin, 1994).  The development of grounded theory purposefully 

helped to legitimize qualitative research, by proving its capability of developing 

adequate theories (Strauss & Corbin, 1994). This grounded theory research method 

allowed for simultaneous involvement in data collection, construction of analytical codes 

and categories from data and constant comparisons during each stage of analysis (Ralph, 

Birks, & Chapman, 2015, p. 2). This new method as described in Neuman (2011), sought 

to introduce rigorous ways of researching qualitative data to derive theory that was 

faithful to the evidence. Since the introduction of grounded theory through Glaser and 

Strauss, there have been many variations of the research method.  

 According to Charmaz (2014), Strauss and Corbin “moved toward seeing grounded 

theory as a method of verification” whereas Glaser’s approach is focused on emergence 

and creativity within the researcher (p.11). According to Strauss and Corbin (1990) it is 

“a qualitative research method that uses a systematic set of procedures to develop an 

inductively derived theory about a phenomenon” (p. 24). Charmaz (2014) suggests a 

social interaction approach in using grounded theory that emphasized the researcher’s 

interaction and involvement with participants in constructing theory. My primary reason 
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for choosing Charmaz’s grounded theory method is its willingness to acknowledge the 

researcher’s involvement.  

 This study uses Charmaz’s (2006) constructivist grounded theory to collect and 

analyze data. This theory will help to develop an understanding of teachers who self-

identify as heterosexual’s perceptions about their ability to support queer pedagogy and 

curriculum. Grounded theory serves as a methodology for understanding the worlds we 

study and developing theories that help us make sense of this world (Creswell, 2013; 

Charmaz, 2006).  I relied on Charmaz’s (2006) approach for analysis, whereby “We aim 

to make an interpretative rendering that begins with coding and illuminates studied life” 

(p. 40). Grounded theory is a systematic qualitative methodology involving the discovery 

of theory through analysis of data from a particular source and in this study, interviews 

of heterosexual high school educators. Through grounded theory, themes emerge that 

provide insights and deeper understandings; in the case of this study, the themes centre 

on how teachers experience and integrate GSD pedagogy. This methodology was 

selected because of its potential to produce rich data from interviews, and the emergence 

of themes through the interaction of rich data and research reflection, which allows me to 

make comparisons and categorize common findings amongst the participants.   

Reflexivity of the Researcher 

 Reflexivity is an integral component of qualitative research. Practicing reflexivity 

involves “an attempt to recognize your own assumptions or preconceived ideas about the 

person or narratives that you are about to encounter” (Josselson, 2013, p. 27). With this 

also comes the recognition that neither the researcher nor the participants come into the 

experience untouched by ideological factors that have influenced their views and actions 
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(Charmaz, 2006). Charmaz (2006) reminds us that the researcher’s biases and 

assumptions not only are an integral part of the data analysis but identify the various 

themes and facts amongst participant’s experiences. As the researcher, I am able to 

construct theories through my own past and present interactions. Many of my pre-

existing assumptions and biases stemmed from my experiences as not only a teacher, but 

also my family beliefs and societal constructs. Practicing reflexivity encouraged me to 

always be mindful of these biases.  

  I carry various biases with me, especially in relation to gender and sexuality within 

the classroom. As a teacher-leader of the QSA (Queer-Straight Alliance), I had made 

connections with students who identified as queer and had assumed that all teachers have 

in some way or another interacted with students who identified as such.  It was my belief 

that colleagues were aware that many students identify as queer and that as educators, 

they would be able to make connections to experiences of teaching these students. 

Admittedly, I entered many of the interviews with the assumption that most of the 

participants would have had experience working with GSD identified youth on a regular 

basis. However, gender and sexuality is not openly discussed in most classrooms, 

therefore, many students are silenced or choose to stay silent about their sexuality and 

gender, which limits teachers experience with these students.  

Reflexivity during Interviews 

 Reflexivity was part of the research process as a whole, but it had a particular place 

during my interviews. During intensive-interviews, differences between genders and 

sexualities may affect what happens during the interview (Charmaz, 2014). There were 

sources of tension when the male participants’ gender and sexual orientation was 
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discussed.  Such situations call for me to be reflexive. I felt the need to be as aware as 

possible of my position in the settings I was in, as well as take into account the influence 

this may have had. Where this was noticed, I took notes of my experience. For example, 

at the very beginning of our conversations, each participant was asked to explain what it 

meant for them to be heterosexual. On two separate occasions I jotted notes about the 

male participants’ body language upon being asked this question. My notes read for one 

participant read: squirming in chair, face blushing, coughing and standing up taller. My 

note for the second participant was slightly varied stating: re-stating question over and 

over, becoming agitated, eye contact lessens. Asked to repeat question, proceeds to 

cough, body language shifts to proud chest.  Of course, some will disagree on the 

grounds that male participants become uncomfortable when discussing heterosexual 

privilege, but I would argue that they may have felt hesitant to share their experiences 

with a female interviewer as these questions can challenge the status quo.   

Positionality of the Researcher 

 Rather than disregard my privileges and preconceptions as I analyze the data, I must 

acknowledge that who I am not only shapes the data but who I am also shapes how the 

data are interpreted (Charmaz, 2006). Kathy Charmaz’ grounded theory insists that 

“…we must take the researcher`s position, privileges, perspective, and interactions into 

account as an inherent part of the research reality (p. 13).  At the time of this study, I 

would describe myself as a 27 year old, white, middle-class, heterosexual woman with a 

postsecondary degree. I grew up in southern Saskatchewan and experienced high school 

education in a Catholic school system. Within my own life experiences, I am a product 
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of my upbringing and societal factors that have shaped who I am, but have also shaped 

this research. 

 During the data collection, I was employed as a full-time teacher with an urban high 

school. Having spent five years with the school board, I had had interactions previous to 

my interviews with all of my participants. Although none of the participants were 

currently teaching at the same school as me, I had in the past, taught with many of the 

participants and team taught with two of them.  Because of this, I felt comfortable in 

conducting interviews with them about gender and sexuality. While I do not believe my 

prior relationships with participants negatively impacted any aspect of the research 

process, I recognize that my role as the researcher may have had an effect.  

 Being introduced during data collection as a researcher from the university, and also 

introducing myself as such, I realize implications this may have had. It is possible I 

appeared as a well-educated “expert” on gender and sexuality, thereby invoking power 

dynamics.  I recognize that I come across as an ally to the research participants and 

based on prior knowledge of my involvement with GSD pedagogy, and it is therefore 

likely, no one assumed I was anti-supportive of gender and sexual diversity within 

schools.  This was particularly apparent with Maria. During our interview, she had a lot 

to say and spoke passionately about her experiences, but she also seemed nervous at first. 

She often fumbled upon using inclusive language, and would become visibly flushed 

with embarrassment if she felt she used the wrong acronym or word to describe GSD 

students.  

 Halfway through the interview, she asked if she was “doing ok.” Right away, I took 

this as an indicator that she was, in fact, nervous, and maybe saw me as an expert on a 
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subject about which she was being quizzed. After this, I explained to her that I was also 

not an expert in the field, and I was looking to have a conversation about her experiences 

so that we both could continue to learn about the necessary steps to be inclusive of GSD 

pedagogy. I also cued her to use GSD whenever discussing students who identified as 

gay, lesbian, queer, etc., to avoid her focusing on language rather than personal views 

and experiences but ensured her that I also often feel confused of the current norms of 

inclusive language.  Afterwards, she appeared more confident and discussed her personal 

experiences more openly.  

 In an effort to create a comfortable setting that resembled a conversation rather than 

an interview, I focused my interviews on loosely guided questions which encouraged 

unanticipated statements and stories to emerge (Charmaz, 2014).  I started each interview 

with casual conversation before we went into the conversations regarding gender and 

sexuality. I believe this encouraged a relaxed environment where the participant no 

longer viewed me as an expert or as the researcher. Furthermore, I did not focus on 

taking notes during the interviews, as I felt this could create an information-gathering 

setting, in which participants such as Maria would feel that I was writing down the rights 

and wrongs of her experiences. I recorded the sessions on my phone, for the purpose of 

transcribing the interviews. I assume my choice to not make notes encouraged a situation 

that was comfortable and relaxed, as over the course of the interviews, all participants 

seemed to relax and open up about their experiences.  

 I understood the interview process to be one that was co-constructed between my 

participants and me. Being reflexive made me aware of the extent to which my 

involvement as a researcher affected the interview process. A co-constructed interview 
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also influences data interpretation. As Charmaz (2014) explains, “…we are part of the 

world we study and the data we collect. We construct our grounded theories through our 

past and present involvements and interactions with people, perspectives, and research 

practices” (p. 10). Rather than assume my role as neutral, it was necessary for me to take 

my own position, privileges, perspectives and interactions into account as a part of the 

research reality (Charmaz, 2014, p. 13). As discussed previously, I can assume my 

participants saw me already as an ally of GSD youth, and I too saw myself as an 

advocate for GSD pedagogy.  I had to acknowledge my presence as the researcher, as 

well as my involvement in the data analysis. I cannot assume my role as the researcher as 

one apart from the world I was studying, rather as one that was, in fact, a part of it. A 

detailed account of the interview process will be mentioned later in this chapter.  

Approach to the Research  

 I understand my role as the researcher in this qualitative process. I cannot distance 

myself from my own discourses; rather I need to acknowledge them during this process.  

It is my responsibility to be open to shifting my understanding and my participants 

understanding of what is perceived to be true, on the topic of gender and sexuality as 

pertains to the school landscape. Ethically, I need to be responsible for the 

confidentiality and integrity of the participants. I obtained ethics approval from the 

University of Regina on gender and sexual pedagogy in schools. See Appendix A. 

Participants – Selection Process 

 When I discussed the topic of my thesis with colleagues, many were positive about 

the approach, and often offered their well wishes with the research. Many colleagues 

discussed their disinterest in sharing their experiences however, noting that they would 
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not be of value to the conversation, they did not know enough about it, or did not feel 

comfortable sharing their stories. Furthermore, male colleagues were disproportionately 

disinterested in participating in the research. This fact manifested in the lack of questions 

or comments about my research topic. Often, when I would mention my research topic to 

colleagues, the male colleagues would remove themselves from the conversation.  

Because of this experience, I felt many heterosexual teachers hesitated to openly discuss 

issues of gender and sexuality. In spite of my promise to ensure their confidentiality, it 

was difficult to locate potential participants for this study. Therefore, I used an 

availability sample, whereby interviews were conducted with those readily willing to 

participate. This type of sample places limitation on my study since it is not fully 

representative of the diverse population of heterosexual teachers, however, a smaller 

sample size allowed me to focus on the depth of each discussion and created 

opportunities to have meaningful conversations with each participant.  

 In the beginning of the recruiting process, permission was obtained from the school 

board. Participants were then recruited using the social networking site, Facebook.  Any 

person with access to Facebook and met the criteria of the research could participate in 

this research. This medium was picked because I have a wide variety of contacts on 

Facebook that are teachers. It was also purposeful, as other teachers shared my 

recruitment letter with their friends, thus, creating snowball sampling (Neuman, 2011). 

However, to my disappointment, I quickly realized the hesitation among heterosexual 

teachers to discuss their experiences with gender and sexually diverse content with a 

researcher. Only males that had a personal connection with me showed interest in 

participating in an intensive interview. I believe this is important to note, as the 
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masculine hegemony and bias that males ought to refrain from discussing 

nonconforming sexualities and genders appeared to be present in the beginning stages of 

participation recruitment. Schwalbe and Wolkomir (2002) state: “men may view 

intensive interviews as threatening because they occur within a one-to one relationship, 

render control of interaction ambiguous, foster self-disclosure and, therefore, risk loss of 

public persona” (p. 28). I acknowledge that the nature of my interviews often disputed 

gender and sexual norms as well as an awareness of privilege amongst heterosexuals. As 

Charmaz (2006) has stated in prior research, “…interviewers who challenge participants’ 

taken for granted assumptions and actions likely meet with resistance” (p. 76).  I am 

aware of the dynamics of power in regards to gender and sex that may have limited my 

findings of male teachers willing to discuss sexuality and gender.   

  Interested participants contacted me by email or phone. Prior to our meeting, 

participants were emailed a copy of their consent form and a copy of the questions that 

would be asked at the time of the interview (See Appendix C). During the individual 

meetings, I read and reviewed the consent form with each participant. All interviews 

were conducted either in the participant’s home or in a coffee shop. I felt that these out 

of school locations were best, as I wanted to encourage participants to feel relaxed so 

that conversation was not influenced by their roles as teachers. Often, professionals and 

elite participants will “…recite public relations rhetoric rather than reveal personal 

views, much less a full account of their experiences” (Charmaz, 2014, p. 73). In order to 

gather rich data that provides insight into participant’s individual experiences as 

professional teachers, I wanted to create an atmosphere in which spatial narrative was in 

contrast to the professional, spatial setting of a school or office.  
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Interviews (Data collection) 

 One source of tension for me was ensuring that I had enough data from teachers to 

gather appropriate theoretical perspectives. I wanted to interview a minimum of three 

educators and as many as seven, to give some depth to the data I collected, while keeping 

the amount of data manageable. Charmaz (2006) discusses the necessity of having strong 

initial and emergent research questions to provide the depth of interviews, rather than 

focusing on a large number of interviews. I had found my first two interviews relatively 

easily. The participants were aware of my research topic and had shown prior interest to 

participate in the study and were eager to share their experiences.  It was after this time 

that I ran into difficulty to find participants willing to discuss gender and sexuality in 

regards to pedagogy.  

 I used all forms of networking possible, which included Facebook, word of mouth, 

and emails to try to contact teachers who might be willing to participate. After a month 

of silence, and continuous attempts at random selection, I reached out to people with 

whom I had a prior relationships and asked if they would be willing to participate. I was 

told by three potential participants that they were uninterested or that they could not 

commit to a time to meet. While it is true that many teachers find themselves at a time in 

the profession where they are feeling overwhelmed and overworked in the school 

system, I found it disheartening that teachers were unwilling to discuss such an important 

topic. I was hit with the feeling that I was experiencing resistance.  So, I had to settle 

with having five (5) interviews rather than the initial seven that I had planned. 

Originally, I had also planned for the age of the participants to range in age from 21-65. I 

had to settle for a much smaller age range, although still within the requirements of 
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heterosexual teachers. My youngest interviewee was 28 and the oldest was 37, three of 

whom were males and two females. I applaud the teachers who gave their time to 

commit to sharing their experiences, and have tremendous admiration for their desire to 

make a difference for GSD youth.  

 My source of data emerged from qualitative intensive-interviewing with heterosexual 

teachers. Intensive-interviews differ from that of other interviews because the researcher 

gains depth by asking questions such as “how” and “why” (Charmaz, 2006).  Patton 

(2002) maintains that “the purpose of qualitative interviewing is to capture how those 

being interviewed view their world, to learn their terminology and judgments, and to 

capture the complexities of their individual perceptions and experiences” (p. 348). I used 

this method to allow educators to make meaning of their own experiences, thoughts and 

memories. Using Charmaz’s (2006) interpretivist grounded theory approach; my data 

collection uses flexible guidelines. Such intensive interviews provided me with the 

ability to examine the voices of heterosexual educators in greater depth.  

 This research provides an outlet for five heterosexual teachers to share their individual 

experiences and challenges in regards to gender and sexual pedagogy. 

By engaging in these conversations, I was able to better understand teachers’ perceptions 

of GSD policies, but also ascertain whether or to what degree they feel equipped with the 

skills necessary to provide a safe environment for GSD youth. The semi-structured 

intensive interviews were composed from open-ended questions, as this encourages 

meaningful and unanticipated stories and experiences to emerge (Charmaz, 2006). With 

an intensive-interview approach, the researcher  “focus(es) on research participants’ 

statements about their experience, how they portray this experience, and what it means to 
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them, as they indicate during the interview.” (Charmaz, 2006, p 58)  My role as the 

researcher was to initiate a dialogue which allowed for a gently-guided, one way 

conversation that could potentially lead to in depth knowledge about the experiences that 

have shaped my participants views on gender and sexuality. 

 The first part of the interview’s guided questions focused on teachers’ personal 

experiences with heterosexuality. What I was hoping to gather here was an insight on 

heterosexual teachers understanding of privileges that exist regarding heteronormativity.  

The discussion of heteronormativity can cause tensions, however as this group of 

teachers claim to be supportive of GSD youth, they all had prior knowledge to their 

privileges. An example of a question used during the interviews was, ‘What life 

experiences do you relate to being heterosexual?’ I asked these types of questions with 

the hope that this conversation would lead to discussion of heteronormativity in schools.  

The second set of questions focused on school in general, and the supports that are 

visible in educational institutions and then focused away from school in general, to more 

focused experiences in the classroom. During this section of the interview, I asked 

participants how they handled students’ negative communication about gender and 

sexuality. Part of my reasoning was to gain suggestions for how teachers can better 

support youth in their classrooms. 

 My last set of questions focused on participants’ feeling and experiences of GSD 

policies in schools and their own teaching experiences with GSD content. Participants 

were encouraged to describe events that they have witnessed, heard of, or learned about 

in the school environment around GSD pedagogy. The purpose of this was to understand 
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the role of teachers in schools and how each teacher navigates their own environment in 

relation to GSD pedagogy.  

 At the beginning of the first interview, I had a pen and paper out to start taking notes 

if needed, but I often became so engaged in the participant’s stories and experiences that 

I felt it entirely inauthentic to take any notes. I was able to focus solely on her 

experience, and because of this was provided with a personal, honest experience rather 

than an articulated, planned out story. I took this learning experience into the following 

interviews, and relied on my audio recordings of the interviews.  

Strengths and Weaknesses of Interviews  

 Interviewing is a special type of conversation that provokes in depth data. In-depth 

interviews allow the researcher and the participant to co-construct discourses and 

nuances surrounding the complexities of lived events (Josselson, 2013). Interviews have 

many characteristic that are identified as strengths, which Charmaz (2014) has 

summarized (p 56): 

• Selection of research participants who have first-hand experience that fits the research 

topic; 

• In-depth exploration of participants’ experience and situations; 

• Reliance on open-ended questions; 

• Objective of obtaining detailed responses; 

• Emphasis on understanding the research participants perspectives, meanings, and 

experience; and 

• Practice of following up on unanticipated areas of inquiry, hints, and implicit views 

and accounts of actions.  
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 Weaknesses associated with interviewing often stems from the basis of assumptions 

and idea of retrospective narratives (Charmaz, 2014). If the researcher fails to see the 

experiences of the participant in a holistic form, and rather looks at their experiences as 

an external event, research bias and assumptions may elude the researcher (Josselson, 

2013). For example, when teachers relive their experiences working with GSD youth, I 

acknowledge the social, cultural and situational context in relation to their story. 

Furthermore, experiences discussed in interviews are often stories of the past, which 

have been reconstructed. It has been argued that the reconstruction of our lived 

experiences do not reproduce prior realities, rather they produce stories with purpose 

(Charmaz, 2014). Thus, in the context of this research participants retellings may be 

shaped by new understandings and experiences. 

 While interviewing participants on sensitive topics such as gender and sexuality, 

common limitations can occur. North Americans have often been found to be hesitant to 

share stories that may recall troubled feelings or negative self-image (Miczo, 2014, p. 

48). Teachers that have negative experiences in regards to GSD pedagogy may feel 

hesitant to share these, in fear that judgment, emotional distress, or perceived negativity 

may occur. Although these feelings are inevitable for some, it is the role of the 

interviewer to be prepared to entice conversation that creates openness and depth 

(Charmaz, 2014). Above all, interviewing teachers about their experiences with GSD 

allows for the researcher to connect and co-construct events, experiences, and stories that 

could potentially help create positive, safe, and productive environments for youth.  
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Data Analysis   

 The data collection method involved five (5) interviews that were recorded and 

transcribed. As such, data analysis was an endeavour: I listened to participants during 

conversation; re-visited the conversations by listening to them on audio recordings; read 

verbatim transcripts multiple times, each time coming to new insights. Analysing the 

data was an ongoing process. Each time I listened, observed, read, or re-read any piece 

of data, I gathered new insight that informed further analysis as I began the writing 

process.  

 Although I had an outside agency transcribe my interviews, I felt it necessary to 

replay the recordings of these transcripts to better understand participants’ experiences. 

After interviews were transcribed, I first read through each transcription with the intent 

of simply seeing what stood out to me.  From there, I began my first steps into grounded 

theory and concept identification.  The first step to concept identification is the 

beginning process of initial coding. In order to understand the meaning behind my 

participant’s stories and experiences, I needed to first start with initial coding. This 

began when my first interview was transcribed. I started early in the process as engaging 

in coding early in the research process allowed me to identify tentative categories 

(Charmaz, 2014).  Initial coding was a necessary step for me in order to explore any 

theoretical possibilities. For example, during my interview with Mark, my initial codes 

captured and condensed the meaning of his story. When Mark was discussing student’s 

heteronormative and homophobic language in the class, I was able to code ‘minimizes 

language’ and ‘turning blind-eye’ as initial codes. These codes stayed close to the data 

and remained clear and concise.  Initial coding helped determine what the data were 
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telling, and what types of categories would potentially come out of the data. (Charmaz, 

2006).  The questions that I considered during initial coding were borrowed from 

Charmaz (2014, p. 116): 

• What is the data a study of? 

• What do the data suggest? Pronounce? Leave unsaid? 

• From whose point of view? 

• What theoretical category does this specific datum indicate?  

 With these questions in mind, I used line-by-line coding as the first step in coding. It 

should be noted that I am aware of my own motives, fears, and unresolved personal 

issues can have the tendency to shape my data collection (Charmaz, p. 133). Because of 

this, I focused on initial line-by-line coding, as this forced me to think of the material in 

new ways as opposed to my own. Line-by-line coding involves “naming each line of 

your written data” (Charmaz, 2014, p. 124). In the example of the line-by-line coding in 

Box 1.1 on the next page, Joanne described her feelings about the QSA at her current 

school and continuously had feelings of discomfort and hesitation towards the group. 

Note the codes of ‘hesitation’ and ‘uneasy’ affirms the significance of these thoughts.  

 Although strenuous at times, this form of coding gave me the ability look closely at 

what it is the participants were trying, or not trying to say during interviews. I often felt 

uncertain that my codes were credible and at times felt awkward while line-by-line 

coding because the codes seemed insignificant. It was not until I was able to gather some 

experience that I could see patterns start to emerge and I was able to trust the process. 

Furthermore, the biggest challenge I faced as an inexperienced researcher was allowing 

myself to trust that I was not letting go of valuable data after I had coded the interviews. 
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I had to assure myself that it was the concepts that formed from the data which would 

guide my research analysis as opposed to the data itself.  

 

Initial Grounded Theory Coding 

Examples of Codes  
 

 
 
Feeling uneasy about 
population growing 
Experiencing doubt  
Conflicting with supports 
Defining “right” and 
“wrong” 
Expressing her resistance to 
QSA 
Hesitation to allow students 
to receive attention from 
QSA  
Questioning authenticity of 
students gender and 
sexuality  
 

Initial Narrative Data to be Coded  
 
Could you talk more about your experience 
with the QSA at your school? 
 
I’ve had the same experience with that 
demographic now going on nine years. 
These last two years more than ever 
before, do we have a higher population of 
transgender of homosexual students. I 
think, and this is where one of my setbacks 
might be, is that they don’t…This is a 
sense of belonging. 
 They feel that they don’t fit in with this 
person or that person, or whatever it’s like, 
“Okay, well maybe if I say that I’m gay, 
I’m in this group.” or, “I’ll; get attention if 
I come to school and wear makeup.” 
 

 

Focused coding. This is using the most significant earlier codes to analyze large 

amounts of data (Charmaz, 2014). I used focused coding to make the most analytic sense 

and categorize my data most accurately and completely.  This required multiple readings 

of the data to make comparisons between findings. When comparing my initial codes for 

focused coding, I realized there were many similarities amongst the teachers. For 

example, when I examined the question “Do you feel comfortable talking about GSD 

issues with your colleagues? What has encouraged you to feel comfortable, or what has 

made you feel uncomfortable in these discussions?”  All teachers indicated they did not 

feel comfortable discussing gender and sexuality with older teachers and provided 

examples of times that older generations were unwilling to engage in gender and sexual 

pedagogy. Focused codes such as ‘identifying generational gaps’ and ‘contesting 

Box 1.1 
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experienced teachers views’ were used during the process. Focused coding illuminated 

how older teachers may simultaneously construct institutionalized heteronormativity. 

This coding led to reflecting on critically engaging diverse generations to become change 

agents. Furthermore, the focused codes portrayed in Box 1.2 are ones I selected from my 

initial coding regarding teachers desire to maintain privilege. These codes had direction 

and centrality which helped lead to my core analysis. Once I had my focused codes I was 

able to rely on them and the patterns they suggest (Charmaz, 2014). During focused 

coding, I compared interviews and captured the dichotomy of the teachers’ experiences. 

On one hand, they were frustrated with older generation’s heteronormative approaches to 

teaching. On the other hand, they themselves continued to re-establish heteronormativity 

in their classrooms by normalizing homophobic and heteronormative language. Despite 

my initial assumption that the teachers’ being interviewed were aware of 

heteronormative privilege in their schools, focused coding illuminated ways in which 

teachers are able to perceive others as heteronormative but struggle to acknowledge their 

individual privileges.  

Focused Coding 
 
 
 

Reinforcing 
heteronormativity 

 
 

Condoning homophobic 
language 

 
 

Making a case for 
legitimizing inappropriate 

language 

Discussing heteronormative & homophobic 
language in classroom 

 
Yeah, I always do (acknowledge) it and I 

don’t typically try to make a big deal about it 
because usually they don’t mean that you are 

actually homosexual. 
 

You’re a queer, homosexual, whatever, right? 
They usually mean something else. 

 
 

So then they usually just adjust it and they’re 
like “Well I just mean he’s being stupid”. 

 

Box 1.2 
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Memo writing. “The intermediate step between data collection and writing drafts of 

paper” (Charmaz, 2014, p. 162).  Memo writing occurred throughout the entire data 

collection process and was a very important step in the analysis. Charmaz (2006) has 

noted that “writing successive memos throughout the research process keeps you 

involved in the analysis and helps you to increase the level of abstraction of your ideas” 

(p. 72). Memos were written in the spur of the moment, and did not follow a necessary 

methodological format. I was thankful for this, as there were many times throughout the 

interviews that participants’ physical appearance would change when discussing 

heteronormative privilege. It was through these observations and memo writing that I 

was able to remember these specific moments and compare them with the behaviours 

between each individual.  Reflexivity is necessary not only as a researcher, but also as an 

educator in relation to the participants lived experiences with GSD pedagogy.   

Theoretical sampling. Elaboration and refining the categories that constitute your 

research (Charmaz, 2014, p. 193). This was a necessary step in data analysis, as the 

theoretical analysis helped to refine and make sense of the categories founding the 

theory. Theoretical sampling can be described as when the researcher is no longer seeing 

the same pattern over and over again. Charmaz (2006) has said that “by engaging in 

theoretical sampling, saturation, and sorting, you create robust categories and penetrating 

analyses” (p. 121); therefore, theoretical analysis is the last step in the grounded theory 

data analysis process contributing to the researcher more fulsomely understanding the 

data. Upon recognizing and distinguishing themes such as teachers’ perceived 

sexualities, fear and silencing, privilege and power, maintaining privilege, convenience 

in curriculum, the hidden curriculum, student driven supports, and the missing link, I re-
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organized my participants’ impactful words under each research question. In an 

electronic document (Box 1.3), I cut and pasted parts of the conversation so I could see, 

visually, how their words were unfolding thematically. 

 In addition to line by line reading at times I made connections to prior things 

participants said and made connections between categories. During this stage of the 

analysis, I recognized, for example, based on various pieces of conversation with Joanne, 

that she was concerned with the legitimacy of student’s sexuality and gender. She 

alluded to these concerns during discussion surrounding GSA’s and also during 

discussion regarding students in her own classroom.  During focused coding, I found 

themes of teacher discomfort with gender/sexual fluidity, but it was not until the later 

stages of theoretical sampling that I was able to identify a theme of teacher discomfort 

with tropes of choice.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

Box 1.3 

Color-coded evidential similarities 
across participants experiences  
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Reflections on the Research Process  

 Interviews take place after events have occurred, often creating a story that may 

slightly differ from the original.  Interviews tell “a” story but may not always tell “the” 

story, and this resonated during my research process as well. I understand other teachers 

may experience gender and sexual pedagogy differently than my participants. It is not 

my intention to generalize my participants’ experiences with others, rather it is my goal 

to understand a small sample of experiences to better understand how to support, guide 

and educate current and future teachers. It is my hope that prior research and educational 

discourses will be related to the findings of this research.  I hope that my research can 

open up conversations, challenge policies, and influence change within educational 

institutions.  

 Throughout the research process, I was able to identify how my own perspectives, 

views and actions were brought into each interview and how they influenced the research 

process. I needed to acknowledge my part in the research, and reflect on the biases that I 

may have encountered prior to the research process. Using Charmaz (2013) coding 

techniques allowed me to cue in on the participant’s experiences, separating my biases 

and assumptions from their own. It was during this process that I was able to slow down 

and take apart all important components of the data, leading to commonalities, 

differences and new findings.  
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CHAPTER 4: Findings and Discussion  
Introduction 
 To better understand teachers’ commitments to improving the school environment for 

gender and sexually diverse youth, my thesis will help provide a deeper understanding 

how teachers navigate their own heterosexual, heteronormative subjectivities. Analyzing, 

researching and queering the basis of heteronormative beliefs, may provoke change that 

will promote meaningful discussions and safe spaces for youth. This thesis leads to a 

familiar debate in politics and social justice settings in regards to privilege and power. 

Educational research has demonstrated that heterosexism and homophobia reinforce and 

reproduce specific forms of power and privilege which help to define and regulate the 

status quo in schools (Epstein and Johnson, 1998; Fiend, 1998, in McNinch & Cronin, 

2004).   

 Moreover, research on the experiences of gay, lesbian, bisexual, transgender, and two 

spirited youth have left little doubt that maintaining heteronormative teaching practices 

is a sure way to create cycles of depression, suicide and failing graduation rates. These 

students experience a school environment where they often feel oppressed, ignored, 

undervalued and unsupported by their teachers (Taylor et al., 2013).  This hostile 

environment often perpetuates curricular content that desexualizes schooling, 

emphasizes the contributions of the dominant group, and privilege hegemonic gender 

roles and heterosexuality (Schick, 2004; Schneider & Dimito, 2008; Payne & Smith, 

2011).  

 There are many reasons why heteronormativity exists and GSD pedagogy is missing 

within schools. Often cited reasons include, teachers fear disapproval from parents, 

religious beliefs, and fears of being ostracized by colleagues (Meyer, 2008; Schneider & 
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Dimito, 2008).  The purpose of my research was not to find this out; these are things that 

we already know. Rather, this study sought to investigate, from the points of view of 

heterosexual teachers, the research questions:  Do teachers see themselves as having a 

role as advocates and allies of GSD students, as well as support gender and sexuality in 

their daily practice? How have educational opportunities such as in-service influenced 

their knowledge or skill with GSD? 

 In this chapter, I begin by highlighting teachers’ understandings of their own 

identification of gender and sexuality. Teachers shared their experiences outside of the 

school environment, as well as how they have come to understand, address and support 

GSD pedagogy within the school. Discussions regarding heteronormativity and gender 

binaries provide an appropriate starting point for many of the participants to engage in 

thinking critically about their position as a teacher in a heteronormatively constructed 

institution. The diversity of experiences and perceptions is evident throughout this 

chapter and concepts emerge as grounded theory analysis of line-by-line coding and 

focused coding are used (Charmaz, 2013).   

Overview of the Process  

 First, I provide a brief biography on each of the participants. Social, cultural, gender, 

race and sexualities all play a part in shaping how the participants understand their 

experiences and what it means to them as they share their stories. Second, participant’s 

experiences and understanding of their roles as advocates and allies are presented. Third, 

I consider how teachers plan for and support inclusivity of gender and sexually diverse 

pedagogy in and out of the classroom. In the discussion, I explore with a critical, queer 

theory lens, traditionally silenced discourses and binary hierarchies within this context 
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where possible insights and meanings may form. Last, I reflect on issues related to of 

professional development and policy implementation and development. Themes emerge 

as ideas/concepts are categorized, and analyzed based on participant’s experiences.  

Establishing the Context 

 Five heterosexual teachers in an urban school system took part in this research. The 

participants identified as three males and two females. Although, as explicated in a 

previous chapter, it was challenging to find teachers to participate in this research, those 

who did participate each brought a unique perspective to the study. There is diversity in 

the participant’s perspectives of gender and sexuality in schools, as they share their own 

personal experiences growing up as a heterosexual, their experiences as an educator, and 

their stories of schooling. Providing honest accounts of experiences can be challenging 

and uncomfortable, but each participant was thoughtful and articulate in sharing their 

stories. (Note: pseudonyms were used in this research). 

Participants 

 Maria. Maria was the only participant with whom I did not have a prior relationship 

before the interviews.  She was eager to share her experiences and her passion for anti-

oppressive education, which was apparent throughout the interviews. Maria grew up in 

an urban area, and attended school in the public school system. She has been teaching 

high school in a public school system for 12 years. She has taught all subject areas, but 

currently teaches English, Social Studies and Native Studies. She has a Masters of 

Education and is actively engaged in anti-oppressive education movements, particularly 

Treaty Education. Maria identifies as single, heterosexual, 34 year old female, of 

European descent.  
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 Joanne. Joanne has been teaching for nine years. She attended school in the public 

school system in an urban area. Although she attended public schools, she stated her 

beliefs were rooted in a Catholic religion perspective. She currently teaches Health, 

Physical Education and Life Transition courses.  Joanne is currently in a Masters of 

Education program. Joanne identifies as a common law, biracial, heterosexual, 31 year 

old female.  

 Anthony. Anthony and I have been acquaintances for a very long time. We had 

attended the same high school and had overlapping friend groups. I was initially 

concerned about whether or not he would feel comfortable sharing his stories with me. 

However, our conversation progressed easier than many of the others and he quickly 

warmed up to the topic and provided open and thought-provoking experiences.  Anthony 

attended Catholic schools as a student, but currently teaches in a public school. He is in 

his third year of teaching. He currently teaches Social Studies and English. Throughout 

the interview he alluded to feeling overworked and tired as a new teacher, which had an 

effect on his experiences engaging GSD pedagogy. Anthony identified as a heterosexual, 

single, 28 year old male, of European descent.   

 Mark. Mark was the most reserved of all five interview participants. He engaged in 

conversation but often I could feel his uncertainty with his answers and wanted to 

provide the “right” experience. Mark attended public schools growing up, and he 

currently teaches within a public school system and teaches Physical Education, Health, 

and Wellness.  He is beginning his fifth year of teaching. He identifies as a heterosexual, 

of European descent, married, 27 year old male.  
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 Craig. Craig and I taught in the same school during my first year of teaching, so we 

had a relationship that was familiar with discussing areas of tension or discomfort. He 

grew up in an urban area and attended a public school. He currently teaches in a public 

school system as a half time guidance counsellor and half time English Language Arts. 

Craig is currently in a Masters of Education program in Educational Psychology. He 

identifies as a heterosexual, married, 39 year old male, of non-European descent.  

Teacher Voice in Qualitative Research  

 A great deal of research has been done that has included student voice and teachers 

who identify as GSD (Meyer et al., 2014, Morrison et al., 2014, Hermahn-Wilmarth & 

Ryan, 2013).  There have been much fewer research studies on heterosexual teacher’s 

voice and the discussion around their experiences with GSD pedagogy, as it may be 

assumed that the privileged voice has no place in this research. However, when I reflect 

back on my own teaching experiences, I was reminded that the majority of teachers in 

our schools identify as heterosexual and are largely responsible for the pedagogical space 

in which gender and sexual norms are (re)produced.  Because those who identify as 

heterosexual make up an overwhelmingly large population of teachers, their voices are 

significant as their perceptions often dominate educational discourses. 

  It is a fair assumption to make that teachers want to do what is right for their 

students, and in my experience of teaching at the high school level, I know that many, if 

not all, teachers take pride in their lesson plans and classroom discussions. Therefore, I 

understand that many of my participants may have been hesitant to share their honest 

experiences, for the chances of being seen as unsupportive or unwilling to help support 

diverse learning needs of students. We discussed the importance of confidentiality and I 
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assured them that our conversations would remain confidential. I also reassured the 

participants by reminding them of the significance of their experiences and insights and 

the value that they would add to this research project. Their stories and experiences will 

be highlighted later in this chapter. 

Connection to Queer Theory   

 Grounded theory analysis was used in this study and it allowed for theoretical 

development of particular themes and descriptions of how gender and sexually diverse 

pedagogy is supported and identified in the high school setting through a queer theory 

lens. Sexualizing schooling recreates the systemic ways in which heteronormativity is 

produced, reproduced, and rarely challenged. Sumara and Davis (1999) say that in order 

to create change one must not look at how society can sexualize pedagogy, but rather 

“that it excavate and interpret the way it already is sexualized – and furthermore, that it 

begin to interpret the way it already is sexualized – and furthermore, that is begins to 

interpret the way that it is explicitly heterosexualized” (p. 192). The heterosexualizing of 

schooling was a constant theme that emerged throughout the analysis.  Findings suggest 

common themes that emerge throughout the participants experiences. The interviews 

reveal that 1) teachers often choose to silence discussion around GSD in fear of using 

culturally-offensive language, 2) teachers fear losing the cultural and social management 

of binary genders and sexualities 3) teachers want more support with changing their 

paradigms/attitudes/behaviour of GSD through substantial professional development.  
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Research Question and Context 

 The following research questions were used to guide and frame this study in hopes to 

better understand high school teacher’s perceptions about gender and sexually diverse 

pedagogy.  

 1. How do teachers see themselves as having a role as advocates and allies of 

GSD students? What strategies and supports are available to guide educators in 

navigating their role as advocates and allies?  

 2. How do High School Teachers support GSD in their daily practice? What are 

the challenges and opportunities that educators face when introducing GSD issues into 

curriculum at a high school level?   

 3. How have educational opportunities such as in-service influenced their 

knowledge or skill with GSD? How can administrators and school boards further educate 

Saskatchewan teachers on the topic of GSD youth to better prepare teachers to have 

meaningful and insightful conversations and educational experiences with and for these 

students? 

Research Question 1 – How do teachers see themselves as having a role as advocates 

and allies of GSD students? 

 Teachers Perceived Sexualities. The concept of privilege has gained more wide-

spread attention in recent years. Not only is it discussed in academia, but it has begun to 

trickle down into politics and is an increasingly common theme on social media 

platforms. The teachers interviewed in this study were aware of their heterosexual, 

cisgender privilege.  They did not self-identify themselves as allies, however they did all 

state that they supported GSD pedagogy and advocated for students who identify as 
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such. They struggled identifying and articulating how their privilege and 

heteronormativity might play a significant role in establishing the environment in class. 

One example of this lack of understanding occurred during my interview with Maria. At 

the beginning of our conversation Maria explained to me that she was well informed of 

what it meant to her to identify as a heterosexual person. She said,  

 I’m able to move around in the world and not have anyone question who I am 

sexually. Someone would easily default, they’ll be like ‘Oh, you’re single ‘Oh, I have 

this cute guy for you.’ Right? It’s automatically assumed and so I was thinking that 

working with students who are GSD makes me realize I am very privileged because 

everything works for me and it doesn’t for them.  

 Maria acknowledges her privilege and the assumptions that are made about her gender 

and sexuality as a teacher and a young woman.  However, it was later in the conversation 

that she described an occasion when her privileged identity was taken away from her, 

and how this changed the entire dynamic of her classroom. She described a class 

discussion about able-bodiedness, diseases, and how people often improperly label a 

person with the adjective of their disability or disease prior to their name. She wanted to 

take it one step further in understanding so she brought up queering and naming. She 

said to the students, “You would never say, Maria, the straight teacher upstairs. But you 

find out I am gay, and suddenly you all refer to me as Maria, the gay teacher”. After she 

said this, she felt the dynamic of the room change and started to panic as she thought, 

 That went badly. That went really badly. I can’t be like ‘no, no, no, no guys. No. I’m 

not gay I’m not gay. Stop thinking that’. I’m panicking, because this has gone so badly 

that I can’t wrap my mind around how to act appropriately. 
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 She was taken aback with how the entire culture of the classroom changed when they 

thought she had come out to them as gay. Later in the interview she said that she would 

be fine with students perceiving her to be queer, but the ‘othering’ experience had clearly 

made her uncomfortable. She had expressed how heterosexual teachers have the 

undeserved privilege of always feeling respected by students and staff alike with regard 

to their sexual preferences.  

 Similarly, Craig mentioned a time that he was aware of this heterosexual privilege and 

how it had situated him in the school setting. He had been in a close relationship with his 

administrator for the year, and he had made an unpopular decision, which was starting to 

bother others. One of the staff asked Craig if he could step in and talk to his 

administrator. When Craig thought about why they may have asked him, and why they 

felt the male administrator would respect his input, he acknowledged his gendered role 

as a male and thought, “I’m married, I drink beer, and I play golf. I do all the normal 

bullshit that every other red-blooded dude does. That’s why.” He also recognized that it 

was not only his “male-ness” that allowed him to have these conversations, but it was the 

fact that he identified as straight and male. He said, 

  If I was gay, we would not have the same relationship that we do. We wouldn’t. He 

would feel too weird about communicating with me on that level and it would not 

facilitate a good relationship. Then, it would limit my job options. I wouldn’t be able to 

express myself fully about my notions around what content should look like or what 

student advocacy should look like. 

 Both Maria and Craig had experienced tensions within their own heteronormative, 

cis-gendered roles. They acknowledged the privilege that exists amongst heterosexual 
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teachers and the way heterosexuality has given them unjustified power in their teaching 

careers.  

 Fear and Silencing. 

  “That’s the thing now, we can easily offend everyone.” – Joanne  

 Studies have shown that in order for a school to be safe for all students, straight 

identifying teachers as well as teachers who identify as GSD need to become allies and 

advocates for GSD students (Meyer, 2008). The participants in this study understood 

their role was to provide a safe environment for all of the students in their school, 

however, many were unaware of how their own institutionalized language creates 

barriers for them to be true allies and advocates for GSD inclusive schools.  

 Three of the participants reported feeling like they are not able to use pronouns or 

vocabulary that does not offend students who are GSD. Joanne’s memory of this issue 

was at the beginning of her school year when she worked with a student who was 

identifying or identified as transgender. She recalled wanting to make all students feel 

accepted and respected on the first day of class, but one student in particular took offense 

to the pronouns she had used in class, she remembered: 

 I actually had a girl ask to leave my class and be put in the boys class this year, 

because the very first day I said, ‘I am so excited for this semester with all of you girls’, 

and by saying the blanket statement of “girls” so offended the student and made her feel 

so uncomfortable that she asked to be removed. Joanne recalls feeling guilty about using 

the word “girls” in class, acknowledging that she needs to work on using more gender 

inclusive language; however she said, “as much as I want to make sure my language is 

accepting and everyone feels respected, there’s that fine line of being easily offended”. 
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The body language and retelling of this story led to me believe that she was feeling 

irritated that the student was feeling offended about language that is a commonly used in 

the classroom. When I asked if she thought to change her language to be gender neutral, 

she said “it’s hard”, and “it comes naturally to me to say ladies or gents because of my 

time in sports.” The use of these phrases identifies the culturally systemic oppression that 

Joanne had been exposed to for the majority of her life through sports and one that she 

feels confident in reproducing.  Perhaps her feelings of frustration may be rooted in an 

inability to empathize with the power oppressive language has on marginalized people.  

  Anthony also used the phrase “it’s hard” when describing his use of heteronormative 

language in the classroom. Anthony had a similar situation to Joanne, in which he 

struggled to use the proper pronouns for a student. He went on to explain,  

There is someone in my advisory that – the sex would be female, but they see 

themselves as a male. Born Karen, goes by Ben. The very first day Ben told me, “Call 

me Ben” I haven’t once called Ben, Karen, right? It’s like, “Ok, you’re Karen.” That 

doesn’t bother me. That’s fine. I don’t care. Pronouns are still tough, though. He, she, 

and it’s like not something – it’s just so ingrained in me. You can’t help but do it, but I 

am getting better. 

 He identified with the societal constructs of language when he elaborated that, “It is 

hard because it is ingrained in us to think like that, I just find that everything I am saying 

I am like ‘oh no someone will be offended.’” Both Joanne and Anthony identified that 

their use or pronouns and gendered language in the classroom was something they 

struggled with. They were not able to differentiate between their use of language and 

their own heterosexual privilege.  
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 Maria worried about offending students and also acknowledged that “There is always 

a new term, and yeah. I can look at literature, let’s say, and I can understand what people 

are telling me. But I don’t know if I understand completely what that would mean for a 

student.” Maria identified that although she is able to research and acquires the 

appropriate anti-oppressive language to use in the school setting, she does not understand 

how anti-oppressive language affects the mental health of GSD students.   

 All three teacher-participants, Maria, Joanne and Anthony, were able to identify what 

the right thing to say or do was, but were not able to reflect on how their own 

contribution to inequalities through the use of language was recreating systemic 

heteronormativity.  Maria repeatedly acknowledged that her heteronormative language in 

the classroom was something that shouldn’t be accepted or tolerated by saying “Oh gosh, 

I am really bad for, really bad for identifying students as a group of guys right, `okay 

guys we’re going to get started. I am really bad for pronoun use, very, very bad.” When 

asked if she corrected herself when she would use this language in the classroom, she 

admitted to rarely if ever correcting herself. “I don’t, or very often rarely correct myself 

in front of the students. I guess I could and now that I am thinking about it, but I don’t do 

that. I just march along with whatever we’re doing.” In making this comment, Maria is 

admitting to regulating heteronormative language and reiterating the normalization of 

gender binaries. Practices of heteronormativity are reproduced, often unconsciously, 

through the normalized language in the classroom. 

  For Maria, Joanne and Anthony who were all experienced teachers, the use of 

heteronormative language became the invisible norm in the classroom, often going 

unchallenged. Left unchecked, their language systemically recreated powers of hierarchy 
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for those who fit into the societal norms of male/female. More importantly, each teacher 

failed to acknowledge the impact heteronormative language may actually have on GSD 

students and non-GSD students alike. Interestingly, however, they did acknowledge that 

they lacked the confidence to deconstruct the language. Mark stated that he understood 

he was not using anti-oppressive language at all times in his classroom, but put 

responsibility on his own education when he said,  

I think it goes back to lack of knowledge, I’m not 100% confident, and if I were to say 

to a student who is homosexual, if I said a specific word, a term, I  am not sure which 

one might be more appropriate than the other.  

Mark did not feel equipped to address students in ways that he was not previously 

comfortable with, which continues to silence any form of anti-oppressive language in the 

classroom, thus re-creating a heteronormative environment. I wonder, if teachers do not 

chance the feelings of discomfort and unfamiliarity, will students be unable to engage in 

the necessary conversations that may interrupt systemic heteronormativity?  

 Heteronormativity affects all students and teachers, whether a person identifies as 

GSD or not. It became evident in my conversations with teachers that there was a sense 

of discomfort, to disrupt the normative assumptions of gender and sexuality, and the 

taken-for-granted assumptions of the students and certainly a fear to confront systemic 

knowledge and power.   

Privilege and Power. 

           “I don’t typically make a big deal about it because they don’t usually mean that 

someone is actually gay”- Mark  
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 When Mark made this statement; I had to keep my composure, remembering that this 

is not the time to show judgement, or hostility towards teacher’s actions in the 

classroom. When I asked what he meant by the phrase he explained,  

They don’t really usually mean that someone is gay. If kids say, you’re a queer, 

homosexual, whatever, right? They usually mean something else. So they usually 

adjust it when I acknowledge and they say, “Well I just mean he’s being stupid.”   

      A few of the teachers, explained like Mark, although they were aware this type of 

language was being used in the classroom, they also were under the impression that 

students did not actually mean to cause offense. Every teacher expressed that they would 

or do step in and correct students if they are using words in the classroom that may 

offend a student who identifies as GSD. Each teacher dealt with anti-oppressive 

language in their classroom differently, either by ignoring it, addressing it, or educating 

students on inappropriate language, but none challenged the heteronormativity and 

power this language perpetuates in the classroom. For example, Maria told a story of 

when a student used the word “gay” in her classroom when she said,  

 So I remember I had one student whose family immigrated to Canada and so I 

 said, “it would be like me saying, ugh that’s so immigrant of you” and he like you 

 could just see instantaneously was like “are you serious?” and I was like yes, that 

 would be the same thing.  

Rather than using this experience to help students identify how terms like gay recreates 

privilege and power of heterosexuality, she tried to make the student understand by using 

another minority group. Unfortunately, identifying the improper use of gay with another 

oppressed group continues to keep those in power untouched and uncriticised.  
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      Anthony also believed that kids were not intentionally being hateful when using this 

type of language, when he says, “I think the kids are confused by it [GSD] and just don’t 

get it sometimes but I don’t think they’re being hateful when they say phrases like ‘that’s 

so gay’. He acknowledged his own normalcy with oppressive language and he suggested 

that he may not catch it in his classroom as much as it is happening, “I am sure my 

students say it a lot more than I even process that it’s not appropriate. Like, I’m sure they 

have said “Oh a test today, that’s really gay”. But I don’t catch it.”   

     Joanne also shared that she rarely hears any oppressive language in her classroom. 

Joanne explained,  

 To be honest, I actually don’t hear the word gay used in that context very much 

 anymore. For someone to say, “That’s so gay”, I think that our demographic, our 

 language is far more accepting. You hear the “f -word”  more than you would 

 hear someone refer to someone as gay. 

 The use of the words, “in that context” makes me wonder whether homophobic words 

are not heard, or rather not identified as mechanisms of heteronormativity. Contrary to 

Anthony and Joanne’s experience, a recent study in 2011 in Canadian schools found that 

67.0% of GSD females, 64.6% of GSD males, and 67.2% of Transsexual youth saw 

teachers as ineffective in addressing homophobic harassment (Taylor & Peter, 2011). I 

wonder whether homophobic remarks have become invisible to educators as they are 

perpetually embedded into everyday life, or if educators are choosing to ignore this 

language. I believe change cannot happen unless teachers are able to identify the way 

heteronormative language and homophobic language is being produced by a discourse 

and challenges the presumed safety of their classroom for all students.  
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             Maintaining Privilege.  

             “I am not gay, and I find that unfortunate sometimes because I can’t really 

advocate on behalf of gay people the way I would like to or that the way that I could” – 

Craig  

 A significant factor, which seemed to drive whether or not the teachers identified as 

allies and supports for GSD youth was the way they perceived themselves on the 

spectrum of gender and sexuality. Craig thought that his heterosexuality limited his 

ability to discuss gender and sexual diversity in the classroom, saying that,  

 I think I would have no problem with doing that [incorporating GSD into  curriculum] 

but there is something that’s disingenuous about the whole process, which I think I was 

addressing earlier, which is I am not gay. There’s no real part of me that can really, aside 

from being an ally and trying to empathize and understand, there is no part of me that 

experiences it on the front line.  

 Throughout my interview with Craig, he repeatedly mentioned that he struggled with 

feeling “disingenuous” when incorporating GSD into the curriculum, as he felt that he 

was unable to truly relate to the students, thus only being able to “empathize and 

understand”, rather than experience oppression at the level the students had felt. Maria 

had similar feelings when she said, 

  Working with students, not having to have my coming out of the closet story or 

 having to have other people mourn the loss of what they perceived as my  sexuality. I 

 don’t know, I think sometimes your life experiences are [tough] but kids experience 

 things way worse than I do. 
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  Similarly to Craig, Maria hesitated when asked about her role as an ally in the school. 

She understood herself to be someone who could support and listen to students who 

identified as GSD, but did not feel she could amply support them because of her own 

heterosexuality and gender. As mentioned in the introduction to this study, self-

identification of the term ally can be seen as heteronormative privilege. All of the 

teachers interviewed identified themselves as an ally, yet struggled to provide examples 

of times they outwardly advocated for GSD youth.    

 The three other teachers did not identify as being unable to support students because 

of their own heterosexuality, but rather identified that the students themselves were not 

sure of their own sexuality, which in turn had the teachers asking questions and 

wondering about programs such as the Queer Straight Alliance (QSA) and incorporating 

GSD pedagogy into the classroom. These teachers felt that certainty of gender and 

sexualities was necessary in order to provide students with a safe support system. The 

teachers felt uneasy about allowing students to engage in the QSA if they did not believe 

that the students identified as GSD. Joanne seemed to have the most negative 

experiences with students who identified as GSD, and this could be because of her role 

as the health and life transitions teacher at the school. She discussed with me how 

students were more open to talk about their sexuality with her, because a relationship had 

already been established based on the topics covered in class. She felt that because 

students felt open to discuss with her, they often challenged her role as teacher and 

pushed the “boundaries” with their sexuality and gender. She expressed her frustration 

when she said, 
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  The students are on PowerSchool (student information system) as identifying as 

 gender fluid, so when they come to school and identify themselves as female, I have 

 to call them female, and when they identify as male, I have to call them male. My 

 problem with this is, how do I know which day is which? It is exhausting to try to 

 figure out what sex you are on which day of the week.  

 Joanne felt that some students may be using the fluidity of gender to create shifts in 

power from the teacher to the student. She discussed that she was worried about letting 

kids “go too far” when she stated, “How much room can we give people? As a kid, who 

is exploring themselves, you can go any way you want but there may need to be some 

boundaries in where you explore”. In relation to this, Joanne also discussed the “red 

flags” that can arise if teachers allow any student to be part of a QSA in their high school 

years.  Joanne mentioned that it bothered her when,  

 I see kids now that have graduated a couple of years ago that were gay or  lesbian 

all of high school, and the second that they left high school they  weren’t anymore and 

I think there are red flags with that. 

 Indeed Joanne struggles with the concept of gender and sexual fluidity, especially 

amongst teens.  Joanne struggled with the idea that gender development is not linear 

rather it is multi-faceted and students may not always remain in one sexual orientation or 

gender.  

 Anthony felt that the QSA is a place where students may not necessarily identify as 

queer but need a place to feel welcome when he states:  

 What makes me uncomfortable is that, you know, there may be some instances  where 

 these students while trying to find themselves are also kind of going along with what 
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 some of their friends are doing, right, and I’ve seen that take place with some of this 

 GSD stuff. When you’re 13 to 17, the biggest thing you’re trying to do is trying to 

 find your identity. That can mean trying new things. It can mean you kind of go along 

 with what some of your friends are doing, the clothing you wear you know, what you 

 do on your Friday nights. I think that might have something to do with also in your 

 sexual identity as well. 

  Anthony did not think that there was anything wrong with trying to find identity as a 

teen, but worried that students may attach themselves to this group without truly 

understanding what it means to identify as GSD.  He worried that if students who are 

nonconforming are given too much control when they are youths, they may end up being 

more confused.  

 Maria also claimed that she sometimes feels uneasy about the idea of having a QSA 

when certain students may not “truly” identify as someone who is gender or sexually 

diverse. She explained,  

 I don’t mean to say that it doesn’t exist for everybody, but for certain students  some 

 of these kids like drama. Some of these kids invite drama to their lives and 

 sometimes it involves these clubs [QSA], which is unfortunate because it [being 

 GSD] is a genuine problem for a lot of other kids. That makes me uncomfortable 

 sometimes. 

 The feelings of discomfort that Maria has are a powerful reminder that in our culture, 

gender and sexual norms continue to be part of the dominant discourse in schools. The 

belief that students enter QSA`s to gain attention rather than be provided with a safe 

space was apparent through many of the discussions with my participants.  
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Heteronormativity is still an overarching discourse framing the legitimacy of these clubs, 

reiterating that students are only allowed to be a part of them if they do not fit into the 

norms of heterosexuality or do not have acquaintances that associate themselves as the 

other.  

 When I asked Joanne how she felt about having QSA’s in schools, she discussed the 

growing population of transgendered and queer students. She said she was supportive of 

clubs such as QSA’s because all students need to be “respected and supported” but she 

found it difficult to know when students needed a safe place or when they gravitated to 

these clubs or labelled themselves for “attention”. She explained,  

 These last two years, we have a higher population of transgender or homosexual 

students. I think students who do not feel like they fit in decide, ‘Ok if I say I am gay, 

I am in this group’ or ‘I’ll get attention if I come to school wearing makeup.’ That’s 

where my set back is.  

 Joanne`s attempt to legitimize student`s identities illustrates the privilege associated 

with her heterosexuality. Joanne`s feelings of discomfort emerge when students do not 

conform to the norms of society. She tolerated students who clearly establish their 

identity as GSD, but those who are fluid in their definitions of gender or sexuality cause 

tension and discomfort.  

 Craig identified that many teachers are weary of clubs such as QSA because of their 

unfamiliarity with sexualities and genders that are different from the norm. Craig’s 

school did not have a QSA, so he could not speak from experience but stated that in 

regards to clubs such as a QSA,  
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 I would just go out and say that there is a lot of phobia. Just like the rest of  the 

sample of society, there is general concern around people that are GSD, and there’s an 

inability to understand how to behave or what is alright to say or how to go about 

accepting someone who is confusing to them. 

 Indeed, fear seems to be a common theme in the issues above. Teachers fear the 

unknowns of gender and sexuality; they fear the deconstruction of hierarchies within the 

school and they fear the deconstruction of heteronormativity.  

Research Question 2 - How do High School Teachers support GSD in their daily 

practice? 

 Convenience in Curriculum.   
 Has there ever been a gay Socrates? Has there ever been a gay Shakespeare? Has 
there ever been a gay Proust? Does the Pope wear a dress? If these questions startle, it 
is not least as tautologies. A short answer, though a very incomplete one, might be that 
not only have there been a gay Socrates, Shakespeare, and Proust, but that their names 
are Socrates, Shakespeare and Proust. -  (Sedgewick, 1990, p. 52) 
 
 Sedgewick brings to the forefront a sad truth about education. Somewhere along the 

line, we were taught to not ask questions about sexuality, and we were taught to avoid 

teaching about some of the world’s greatest contributors in terms of their sexualities. 

However, it is important to note that schooling in its entirety is constantly being 

sexualized. In every topic, in every textbook, in everything that schooling encompasses, 

heterosexuality is at the forefront of its existence. When a student first walks into the 

school, one of the first things they may see is washrooms, clearly labelled boys or girls. 

Grade 6 students learn about HIV in their health curriculum, which may be the first time 

they are even introduced to gender and sexually diverse ways of living. In Saskatchewan, 

it is possible that the first introduction to GSD might be through a serious disease 

contracted by both homosexual and heterosexuals. When grade 9 students read their first 
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Shakespearean novel, a heterosexual love tragedy sheds light on some of their first 

experiences of inquiring into relationships. The grade 12 prom night is when the boys are 

expected to ask the girls to go as their date. Sexuality is everywhere, yet heteronormative 

privilege blinds even those trying to support and advocate for GSD pedagogy from 

making the necessary changes. I found this heteronormative privilege to ring true in the 

following curriculum based conversations I had with the participants. Many students 

who identify as GSD do not feel that they are properly represented within the curriculum 

(Taylor et al., 2013). This omission can create feelings of isolation and confusion which 

may even lead to higher dropout rates, drug abuse, depression and suicide. While 

Saskatchewan’s health curriculum is a mandated subject area curriculum that identifies 

the need to support and include GSD content (Ministry of Education, 2015), it has been 

my experience that teachers are rarely observed nor reprimanded for straying from 

subject area curricular content. Often times, important indicators may be left out of 

lessons if a teacher feels it is of no benefit to the students. Furthermore, curriculum can 

be interpreted based on how the teacher perceives the content and wording of the 

document itself. Each teacher comes with a background of prior knowledge, experience, 

and beliefs which they bring into their classroom teachings.  The intersectionality, which 

can be described as the complex interaction between a range of discourses, institutions, 

identities, and forms of exploitation (Sullivan, 2003), are what form the basis of the 

school culture. A heteronormative lens on the Saskatchewan curriculum leaves little 

room to incorporate GSD content, and based on the conversations with these teachers, it 

was evident that they struggled most with this area of inclusiveness.  
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 Mark was reserved throughout our entire interview, and was very wary to say the 

‘wrong things’ when telling me of his experiences with GSD pedagogy. However, I 

found he opened up the most when he told me stories of his classroom, and the 

experiences he had with youth who identified as GSD. He discussed mainly the 

acceptance he had of these students, allowing them to share what they felt necessary to 

feel comfortable in his classroom. When asked if he incorporated GSD pedagogy into the 

classroom at all, he discussed one experience with a student in his English class. He 

remembered, “It came up lot when I taught English, just because I had a student who was 

[GSD], she came out as being lesbian to our entire class.” He went on to explain that a 

student of his came out to his class during a slam poetry presentation, and in the end this 

encouraged him to diversify his teaching. He stated,  

 I never thought about it too much. I just think it’s one of those things that I know 

 people are homosexual, lesbians, whatever, transgender and stuff, but I just never 

 really brought it up. However, I don’t think I bring up the fact that many people are 

 heterosexual either. 

  As a health teacher, Mark has many opportunities to discuss relationships and life 

experiences that can connect to GSD pedagogy. When asked to tell me how he has 

incorporated it into his classrooms, he responded sheepishly,  

 Honestly, so far? I’ve talked a little bit about gender, like the differences of  those, 

 but I haven’t really gotten into it. I didn’t get too in depth, it was probably one 

 lesson and I don’t think I more than mentioned LGBTQ.  

When asked why he does not discuss it more in his health classes, he said it was less 

about feeling “uncomfortable” and more about feeling “uneducated” on the subject 



 
   

77 
 

matter. Mark also mentioned that “if there were deliberate outcomes focused on this 

[GSD], I feel like I could interpret it many ways in my classroom,” reiterating it was not 

his choice that he did not incorporate much into his classroom, rather it was lack of 

outcomes and education.  Furthermore, Mark`s experience suggests that GSD pedagogy 

only came up in his classroom if a student visually and/or verbally expressed their 

sexuality or gender outside of the norm (e.g. poetry slam).  

 All five teachers said they felt comfortable incorporating GSD into their teaching but 

grappled with how exactly to incorporate it. Many made connections with the First 

Nation, Inuit & Metis approach to teaching that the urban school board has mandated. 

Maria and Anthony both agreed that all too often teachers focus on token lesson plans in 

regards to Indigenous pedagogy, and often teachers, as Maria puts it, “do things out of 

context just to say we’ve done it.”  

 Maria’s comment challenged me to look beyond inclusiveness and look towards 

deconstructing our teaching practices with a queer theory lens. Designing a setting that 

invites students and teachers to challenge the idea of culturally constructed genders and 

binary sexualities challenges the status quo, in which dominant hierarchies of sexuality 

and gender continue to re-construct the foundation for schooling. The potential result is a 

disruption of monolithic and fixed identities of gender and sexual identities. This may 

create an environment that not only rids itself of heteronormative pedagogy, but also 

provides students with feelings of safety and acceptance. Similarly, Anthony suggested 

that in order to incorporate GSD he says, 

 We must need to not make it a big deal. We need to not have token lesson plans, 

 dedicated like to, “Oh, today’s going to be all about gender and sexual diversity.” 
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That’s not what we need right. We don’t have all the answers yet. I don’t believe in 

specific GSD [lessons], we can’t have these specific days. The way to teach is 

acceptance. The way to teach is like what is privilege, us vs the other, you know what I 

mean? And just teaching kids that you don’t have to understand  something. Just accept 

it. 

 Anthony’s quote of “just accept it” challenged me to identify the ways in which 

teachers are blindly reiterating heteronormative practices.  Rather than critiquing and 

analyzing why GSD pedagogy is important, and understanding the ways that 

heteronormativity perpetuates institutions, Anthony is choosing to silence the issue.  

 Mark, like the other participants, discussed having one-off conversations or days 

when topics such as homosexuality and transgender could be addressed. He discussed 

ways that it could fit into English 9. He said, 

 I mean you can make anything fit into any curriculum if you want to, right? I  feel 

 like English 9, talking about identity, talking about everyone has their own 

 narrative story. I think you can include it in there, but I don’t think  that’s a GSD-

 specific outcome. 

 Mark identifies that although one can choose to discuss GSD in some format in the 

classroom, outcomes are not clearly stated. Craig also mentioned that he “tries to find 

protagonists who display a varying degree of sexuality” but he struggles to find the 

resources necessary for him to be successful with this goal. Similarly Maria shared her 

experience with incorporating GSD into the curriculum, 

  About a year and a half ago, I revamped one of my English 10 classes to better 

 reflect literature and materials so that gender and sexually diverse students could see 
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 themselves in what I teach. I knew I didn’t know anything, so it was going and trying 

 to understand, what does it mean to be gender diverse? What does it mean to be 

 sexually diverse? What are different orientations? Where material that I could use 

 that is age-appropriate? Is this something that I should be showing?  

 Maria mentioned that she “struggled” with finding content because resources were 

lacking in her school as well as in the school division. She also explained that she felt 

once she created these resources, many teachers were using them without “truly 

understanding” gender and sexually diversity as it is needed to be properly discussed. 

She thought that the topic was lightly glossed over by the majority of teachers and 

always discussed with reference to subject areas rather than structuring a system for 

critical thinking of privilege and oppression. Joanne, who teaches sexual education to 

grade 9 students, incorporated safe-sex strategies for same-sex couples. She mentioned 

that she only had one hesitation with the mentioning of same-sex relationships,  

 You want to make sure they are mature. If you are talking… I think it’s very 

 important to talk about mechanics of safe sex, but the audience also has to be 

 mature enough to receive it.  

When I asked her to explain to me what she meant by maturity she said,  

 When you talk about two gay men having sex and talking about safe sex and the 

 consequences of this with gay men, there needs to be a level of maturity. I want to 

 be sure the students are able to actually listen instead of giggle about the fact that 

 I just said two gay men have sex. 

  It is evident in this story that masculine and feminine behaviours and identities that 

are deemed “unnatural” cause tensions within a classroom. This comment made me 
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wonder, what makes these scenarios uncomfortable? How did sexuality become a taboo 

topic to discuss and to what extent do teachers continuously, propitiously reiterate these 

spaces of discomfort by ignoring their students and their own taken-for-granted 

assumptions regarding sexuality and gender?  These questions will be discussed in detail 

in chapter 5.  

 The Hidden Curriculum. The hidden curriculum is often referred to as the 

unwritten, unofficially and unintended lessons that permeates an educational institution. 

Often times, it is within the hidden curriculum that heteronormative privilege floods the 

hallways, bathrooms and locker rooms perpetuating feelings of isolation of those who do 

not fit into society’s norms. All five teachers had similar experiences in which 

heteronormative privilege superseded that of student’s safety and sense of belonging. 

Craig told me about two students who identified as transgender who were currently at his 

school. During this time, these students expressed concern with using the male/female 

designated washrooms. He went on to say, 

  In both cases, the transgender student asked if they could use the gender-neutral 

 washroom which is the ones that the teachers use and in both cases, both genders, 

 both men and women in the school said, ‘No, we are not willing to have that student 

 use our bathroom.’ 

 He identified that there is a problem when he says,  

 [There is a] pointed direct lack of support when you have a student who’s 

 uncomfortable using a bathroom and they’re saying, ‘No. We are going to continue to 

 have you use that washroom even though you feel uncomfortable just to protect our  

 stupid bathroom.” 
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 Craig expressed his anger regarding this decision but acknowledged that without 

policies or persons of power dictating what is and what is not appropriate, there was not 

much he could do to protect the students. When asked if he would stick up for the 

students he said,  

 People that have egos, and are in a higher position than you, and are able to 

 develop opinions of you that they can pass on to others that can [mess] with  your 

 career, I wouldn’t say anything to, but if it’s a parallel relationship then I would 

 not hesitate. 

The fear of administration is a barrier that Craig felt would limit his ability to advocate 

for students. Not only is the hidden curriculum part of the classroom environment, but it 

is also part of the societal constructs in the school. Administrative beliefs permeate the 

school culture, thus creating a school environment that echoes the ideologies of those in 

leadership roles.  

 Much like Craig, Mark also felt that he was unable to express himself during a very 

similar discussion. His school also had the discussion of gender-neutral washrooms, 

which came to the final agreement that students could use the change room behind the 

staff office, which needed a key in order to access. Although Mark felt that this wasn’t 

the best place to situate students who already felt vulnerable, he said that he felt, 

“uncomfortable around the older teachers to discuss it” as he says, “they flat out say it 

how it is and sometimes I’m not super comfortable getting into a conflict  about it.” Mark 

felt that if the older generation of teachers were not part of the discussion, people would 

have been more open to the changes.  
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 Maria also had a student who wanted a separate bathroom and she expressed that the 

majority of her staff felt unsure about the situation. Although all of the staff agreed to 

allow the student to use a gender-neutral washroom, their response was, “Just do it, don’t 

let it affect me. I don’t care where they go as long as I don’t have to deal with it.” Similar 

to Mark’s experience, a portion of teachers were tolerant of gender-neutral washrooms as 

long as they did not have to acknowledge its very existence. 

  Joanne described her view of the different kinds of relationship between older 

teachers and younger teachers with students who identified as GSD when she says,  

  The younger generation would actually acknowledge and compliment a  transgender 

 student on a new outfit; we may say “oh I love your new jacket!” Whereas the older 

 generation would almost look at it as a judgement. There are  two categories of 

 people at the school.  

 Joanne assumed age was a potential reason for a lack of understanding and 

heteronormative culture. Joanne situated herself as a teacher who understood the 

heteronormative privilege that was evident in her school, while assuming that those of 

the older generation were unable to grasp the concept of heteronormativity. She 

suggested that older generations are generally willing to accept students who identify as 

GSD but are unwilling to make personal connections or build relationships with these 

students.  

 Anthony had a different outlook on acceptance; he felt that, “most teachers are 

advocates for students. Whatever kids may be feeling, or whatever they need. Teachers 

want them to feel safe. You want them to feel happy.” Anthony was the only teacher 

interviewed who had not experienced a staff debate regarding gender-neutral 
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washrooms. At the time of the interview, his school did not have designated washrooms 

for gender ambiguous students or staff.  He was however, part of a discussion centered 

on females and males playing on the opposite sex sports teams at his school. He 

explained that for the most part, every teacher was accepting of these decisions, but also 

noted that, “there were some eye rolls and mutterings. But at the very least everyone 

kind of agreed like, “ok, whatever. That’s fine.” Anthony acknowledged that although 

teachers were willing to accept to mixed-sex sports teams, there was some hesitation 

amongst staff. In many cases, staff in schools played a larger role in resistance than 

student population, according to the teachers interviewed.  

Student Driven Supports  

 Maria, like many of the other teachers, discussed what role the QSA plays in their 

school and how much of the GSD inclusive movements stem from students reaching out 

for supports. Joanne talked about how the current school she was at no longer had a QSA 

because the teacher in charge of it had been transferred, and that there was no push to 

continue the club from anyone other than the students themselves.  She thinks that 

administration does not put the same importance on club such as QSA stating, 

  If you don’t have a football team, admin is on you to get a football team. You don’t 

 have a musical going; the admin is knocking on someone’s door to get this going. I 

 am not blaming my administration at all but I do think it comes down to them to 

 implement this program. I think it looks poorly that the  students have to approach 

 our admin to say, “Hey, there is a bunch of us that need support, can we get a group 

 together?” 
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  Maria also felt that change was occurring because of the student’s demand rather than 

teachers leading change. She felt disheartened by this as she said, “The sad part is, the 

only change that happen is if it came from the students.” When asked why she thought 

this she said,  

 They [teachers] would have to accept that there are [GSD] students in their 

 classrooms and in their schools and it would have to mean that they take the 

 time  to understand and be sympathetic. It would be very tough for them. 

 Maria recognized that the moment teachers identify that student’s need GSD 

supports; it is their responsibility to provide this to ensure that all students’ needs are 

met.  

 When I asked Mark if he felt GSD pedagogy was approached systematically he 

expressed similar thoughts to Maria and Joanne. He said,  

 Besides the GSA and a select few teachers who may show their supports 

 outwardly, I don’t think it’s brought up too much. I wouldn’t say it’s brought  up 

 often unless a student talks about it and it kind of just becomes a  teachable 

 moment. 

  Mark observes that many teachers choose to create spaces that perpetuate 

heteronormativity by avoiding the obvious diversity within the school walls, thus waiting 

for students to request these supports or bring about conversations only to provide one-

off conversations in and outside the classroom. Why is this? Are heterosexual teachers 

unaware that this diversity exists, or do they feel ill-equipped to discuss the personal and 

intimate topics of gender and sexuality? These questions will be discussed in detail in 

chapter 5.  
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Research Question 3 - How have educational opportunities such as in-service 

influenced their knowledge or skill with GSD? 

 The Missing Link. 

  “No” – all participants 

 When asked if any of the five teachers had received professional development 

surrounding GSD content, I received that one word answer – No! Each teacher expressed 

that not only did they feel that they had not received any professional development or 

education regarding gender and sexuality, but that the resources that have been made 

available to them were not presented in ways that would be beneficial. I was curious how 

many teachers had taken time to look through the Deepening the Discussion document 

that had been sent out to all administrators in October 2015. When I asked the teachers 

who had seen or heard of this document prior to the interview, all of the participants 

responded that they had never seen it before. Mark felt that as a health teacher, he should 

have had easier access than others to this document, as he said, “I feel like as a health 

teacher if I didn’t know about it, or look at it, there is no way a science, math, or English 

teacher would have looked at it either.” Joanne also thought this and questions “why, 

when we have our massive core meetings, when we meet with every other school as 

health teachers, how have not one of us mentioned or heard of this document?” She went 

on to say, “It’s almost kind of embarrassing that I’ve never heard of it.” Both teachers 

acknowledged the benefits this could have in their teaching practice and were upset that 

they had not been given the opportunity to learn from it.  
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 A few of the teachers identified the problems with sending documents to teachers via 

email and expecting to have people utilize these tools without prior discussion. Maria 

said, 

 If you sent [the document] to me, I would read it because I am a rule  follower. If 

 admin sent it to me I am going to read it. But I think there has to  be more to it. I 

 can read a document but if I don’t understand it, it’s useless.  

 She felt that teachers need to work through these types of documents, “as a staff, or in 

groups” in order to reap the benefits of educating each other on GSD.  

 Others, such as Anthony, expressed their concern for “added workload” when given 

informative documents. He said,  

 I think it’s [the document] awesome, however let’s be real. We know  teachers. 

 We know how crazy our workload is and then we say, ‘hey, here is  a 92 page 

 document you should read to help support education.’ There is  going to be some 

 resistance, you know? 

  The workload of grading papers, extra-curricular commitments and lesson planning 

can seem overwhelming enough, especially for teachers like Anthony who are just 

starting out. Mark also felt this way and believed if administration sent out the document, 

the majority of teachers would think, “Hey this is a great resource to use, but 90% of the 

people are not going to actually look at it, they do not have the time.” Anthony also felt 

that GSD professional development opportunities were not taken seriously because the 

“statistics” were not there to support our youth. He made connections to teaching 

Indigenous content by saying,  



 
   

87 
 

 We are doing so much because we are looking at graduation rates. We have  all of 

 these statistics, all this research done that says we need to do something. Now that 

 is what makes it tough with GSD, we don’t have this information. We don’t have a 

 system saying ‘GSD kids are not being successful.’ 

He felt that without concrete evidence presented to staff, teachers would be hesitant to 

make changes. Mark felt that if the “school board actually brought up the concerns, 

everyone could actually see what the issues are.” At this point in time, Mark and 

Anthony were both unaware of any statistics showing students who identify as GSD 

struggle in schools.  

 Teachers wanted designated professional development opportunities to GSD as their 

means of education. Craig believed that “the best way to go about it is to create focus 

groups. PD groups with teachers who are open to that content.” Joanne not only thought 

focus groups would be beneficial, but she wanted tangible lessons to incorporate into the 

classroom. “I would love for all of us health teachers to sit together and actually get 

concrete examples of assignments on how people have incorporated GSD into their 

classroom.” This suggests that many teachers are still focused on quick lessons that 

incorporate GSD rather than creating spaces for learning opportunities that examine and 

challenge the hierarchy of binary identities.   

 Mark also felt that if PD was focused on GSD outcomes he would be able to be more 

successful in his teaching. He felt that it would be beneficial to have resources because 

then teachers “wouldn’t have to create anything.” Overall, it was evident that teachers 

felt there were not enough statistics to prove the issue was worth discussing in schools 

and teachers wanted tangible lessons that they could incorporate into their classroom.   
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Summary 
 

 Listening to these five teachers speak about their experiences deepened my 

understanding of heteronormativity and privilege in the school setting. I have the utmost 

confidence that these teachers want to do what is best for all students but it is important 

to acknowledge that although they want to do what is best, it is often overshadowed by 

societal, cultural, and environmental norms that are perpetrated by the school system(s). 

Heteronormativity is evident in all schools across Canada, according to the literature 

review. Through my discussions with the educators, heteronormative discourse is evident 

in the language students and staff use throughout the day, often assuming gendered roles 

and assuming oppressive language has little negative effect on the well-being of GSD 

youth.  

 Heteronormative discourse is evident in the perceived fear teachers have of allowing 

students to have choice in regards to their sexuality and gender. Few of the teachers were 

able to identify their heterosexual privilege, which, without the acknowledgement of 

their own privilege may lack the ability to broaden the perception of how gender and 

sexuality are organized and identified. Perhaps the most prominent way that 

heteronormativity shapes the school setting is through the silence and blindness to 

gender and sexual diversity in the schools. Most teachers only briefly touched on GSD in 

their classrooms, and all disclosed that their school lacked professional development, 

support, and resources to properly incorporate it into their teaching practices. 

Furthermore, they all admitted that they needed to improve on GSD pedagogy and did 

not feel that they were doing an adequate job to support these youth.  
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 Heteronormative discourse fails to support all students in the school setting and as is 

re-iterated daily in the lives of students and teachers. Educators must be critical of the 

binaries that reconstruct marginalization and oppression. According to Mark, Joanne, 

Craig, Anthony and Maria, they all want to be able to support students but they do not 

know how. Understanding heteronormativity and the dangers this has on the school 

setting takes time, as many of these teachers have their own narratives that have led them 

to their privileged ways of thinking.  It became evident through the interviews, that 

pedagogy is not “desexualized” as many assume, rather pedagogy is rooted in 

heterosexuality. Teachers need ongoing education to help them deconstruct the 

heteronormativity that may be present in their current teachings. Based on the teachers’ 

experiences and current research, I make suggestions for this in the next chapter.  
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CHAPTER 5: Synthesis and Implications  

 The complexities of heteronormativity and genderism in schools can create spaces of 

tension, recreate societal norms, and reiterate power and privilege. Little attention has 

focused on the importance of high school teachers interrupting heterosexism at the high 

school level.  More so, even less attention has focused on the heterosexual teacher’s role 

in producing gender and sexually diverse pedagogy in and out of the classroom. Petrovic 

and Roseik (2007) argue that heterosexual teachers are unaware of their heteronormative 

taken for granted assumptions about student’s behaviours and feelings.  Many teachers 

‘turn a blind eye’ or ‘do not notice’ the daily heteronormative practices that go on in the 

classroom, which influences their practice and understanding of their practice. Even the 

findings of this study, based on a small group of participants, suggest that there is a need 

for widespread, long-term professional development strategies to change the 

heteronormative culture of schools into inclusive and accepting environments for all 

students.  Many teachers are eager to disrupt these discourses but lack the training, tools 

and support necessary.  

 This chapter connects the major findings of this study with appropriate literature 

including relevant school policies and practices. I examine the links between the data I 

have collected and the literature I reviewed.  Based on these findings, I share some 

implications this may have on future research, as well as on teacher education moving 

forward. I will conclude chapter 5 with the growth and impact this study has had on me 

as a researcher professionally and personally. 

 The study began by introducing and identifying what the research cites about 

heteronormativity in schools and how it perpetrates privileged societal norms and 
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cultural oppression. This study provides an overview of the perspectives of heterosexual 

high school teachers in regards to their awareness, acknowledgement and actions 

towards creating and maintaining gender and sexually diverse pedagogy while disrupting 

heterosexism in their schools. The interviews provided a safe space free from the school 

environment, for teachers to share the ways that they have either approached or silenced 

GSD pedagogy in their practice. In the literature review, I acknowledged the empirical 

work available on teacher`s inclusion of gender and sexuality in schools, as well as the 

professional development and policies of safe schools involving GSD. This literature, 

which acknowledges the importance of gender and sexually diverse pedagogy in schools, 

identifies the necessity of teachers to combat institutionalized heteronormativity in 

schools. Allies and anti-oppressive education for students and staff were identified as 

integral parts of constructing safe spaces for youth. The literature highlighted the need to 

further investigate heteronormative teacher’s positionality in school cultures. This study 

sought to bring out teachers voices and perspectives while acknowledging the 

heteronormative privilege rooted in their beliefs and practices. 

 The theoretical framework of queer pedagogy was used throughout this study which 

raised the important questions of what are the effects of heteronormativity and the 

normalization of heterosexuality on social institutions. As Sumara and Davis (1999) best 

described the theory behind queer pedagogy,  

 We are not interested in promoting queer curriculum theory as a theory about 

 queers, but rather, are interested in showing how all educators ought to become 

 interested in the complex relationship among the various ways in which  sexualities 
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 are organized and identified and in the many ways in which knowledge is produced 

 and represented. (p. 203) 

  Pedagogy that requires teachers to interrupt the common beliefs about the way 

sexualities and genders are organized and reproduced can promote understanding 

amongst individuals (Sumara & Davis, 1999).  Queer theory provided me with the 

analytical insight into understanding the ways in which professional development needs 

to be transformative for teachers to move from awareness to actively deconstructing 

heteronormativity.  

 This research draws attention to the necessity of transformative professional 

development opportunities to enhance teacher`s willingness to combat heteronormativity 

and bring awareness to their own heterosexual privileges. Teachers were willing to 

address heteronormativity in their classrooms but were unable to acknowledge how their 

own heterosexuality played a role in maintaining the status quo in their teaching practice.  

“I Really Don`t See It That Often..:  Blindness and Silencing in the Classroom   

 Many of the teachers in this study were unaware of homophobic language in their 

schools or apathetic to its impact because they did not see it directly affect them. This 

aligns with Preston’s (2015) study which found that teachers often dismiss homophobic 

bullying and therefore, see it as insignificant.  Heterosexual teachers may have a taken-

for-granted assumption that harassment is not taking place because they are unable to 

empathize with the minority population.  Two of the participants said they did not think 

that students were intentionally harming others when using homophobic language, nor 

did they hear it enough to think that it was an issue in this schools. This is worrisome and 

contradicts research by Taylor & Peter (2010) who found that 70.4% of participating 
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students reported hearing homo-phobic name calling in schools. However, Wells and 

Grace (2006) also found that gay-taunts and bullying are often ignored or dismissed by 

teachers. This finding aligns with my research; the majority of teachers confessed that 

they did hear remarks at times, but did not think it negatively affected the students. 

Meyer et al. (2014) found in their study that straight teachers are not aware of how 

language can negatively affect feelings of safety for GSD students face and can often 

undermine the problematic outcomes of this language.   

 My study suggests that it was difficult for the teachers to understand the ways that 

homophobic language creates an unsafe culture in the classroom because their own 

heterosexual discourses fails them to identify the powers heteronormative language has 

on a school culture. Petrovic and Roseik (2007) found that one of the most challenging 

obstacles in preparing teachers to better serve GSD students better is their lack of 

awareness of the way heteronormative discourses shape their assumptions about student 

behaviour and feelings. The researchers said, “These assumptions influence both their 

practice and their understanding of their practice. This goes back to the earlier claim that 

“not noticing” and “turning a blind eye to” heteronormative practise and beliefs share the 

same discursive source” (p. 211).   

 Choosing to not hear or see the ways homophobic remarks shape the school culture 

ultimately silences the potential to challenge the power of language.  The participants in 

this study chose to undermine resistance when they dismissed the homophobic 

comments, therefore remaining silent on challenging the inequalities of language use in 

the classroom. When re-establishing a gender and sexually-blind classroom, educators 
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are avoiding feelings of discomfort and uncertainty.  The teachers in this study said they 

take bullying and harassment seriously and that they want to protect all students.  

 However, their actions did not coincide with these words. It was evident that their 

discourses of heterosexuality allowed them to downplay the abuse that GSD students 

may experience when homophobic language is used. As Meyer et al. (2015) concluded 

in their study, this gap between beliefs and behaviour indicates the need for professional 

development about the responsibility and best practices to address heteronormative and 

homophobic language in schools.  

It’s Ingrained In Me: Attitudes and Barriers  

   The teachers in this study reinstituted heterosexuality when they felt it was 

`ingrained` in their language and teaching practices, thus placing homosexuality in an 

undesirable, deviant position, and positioning the teachers as ‘helpless’ and passive. 

Petrovic and Resolick’s (2007) research found that in order to create a school 

atmosphere that is conducive to learning; teachers must come to terms with their own 

biases and prejudices. Common phrases amongst the participants were, “it is so 

ingrained in me to speak this way” and, “I have difficulty wrapping my head around it 

[GSD]”. The participants were aware their use of language and curricular content could 

cause harm to students but it was also noted that they often or always fell back on the 

discourses that silenced GSD inclusivity.   

 This awareness aligns with Meyer et al. (2014) study that found 80.9% of straight 

teachers felt it was important to them to personally address gender expression, but many 

failed to enact it in the classroom. The participants in this study were aware that they 

were using binary pronouns in their classrooms; more often than not referring to all 
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genders as “guys”, and that they rarely included any form of gender or sexually diverse 

content into their teaching. It was evident that the participants attempted to justify their 

heteronormativity by placing the blame on their own personal history, addressing their 

use of heteronormative language as being out of their immediate control.  The 

participants chose not to take ownership for their use of language and lack of content, 

essentially knowing that their heteronormative subjectivities recreated the binary, 

oppressed climate. As the literature review identifies, teachers do not have mandatory 

GSD training, therefore it becomes increasingly difficult to disrupt these societal norms 

that have been reiterated through their personal history (Anagnostopolous et al., 2009).   

 One of the participants continuously mentioned that GSD students were becoming so 

common in the school that it was not looked at as any different than other students. This 

comment suggests that heterosexuality is equated with “normalcy” and only when sexual 

diversity becomes normal does it become accepted.  Many of the teachers tried to 

validate students who identified as queer as being a new way of  “normal,” and assumed 

that queer and non-queer students did not negatively respond to their school culture 

because it was ‘no big deal’. This way of thinking aligns with Loutzenheisers (2010), 

research, “advocating for similarity marks an uncritical acceptance of assimilation as the 

goal for LGBTTIQ as “just the same as” or wishing to be the same as the dominant 

centre” (p. 124). Without appropriate education and professional development, 

participants fail to see how cultural norms reinforce heterosexism in the school climate.  

 Schick (2004) acknowledges that heterosexual privilege protects straight people from 

awareness that, what is considered “normal” is only possible through the marginalization 

of other lives (p. 249). Many teachers struggled to see the ways that their heterosexual 
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privilege challenged their ability to see their own fears of losing the cultural and social 

management of binary genders and sexualities. Three out of the five participants feared 

that things may “go too far” in regards to student’s choices of gender expression and 

sexual orientation if teachers did not create some form of structure to this environment. 

However, this way of thinking brings about tensions when differences from the “norm” 

arise in the school setting.  The participants felt that it was their role to allow students to 

make choices, but only choices that are looked at as appropriate from a heterosexual 

point of view. This way of thinking continues to marginalize minority groups and re-

inscribes GSD as a controversial topic. Aligning with Schick’s (2004) views that, 

“homophobia is constantly displayed throughout education institutions in the way it 

“disciplines” or polices the assignment of gender roles” (p. 252), one can assume that 

homophobia is present in the ways that teachers attempt to manage the gender and sexual 

roles of youth whom display characteristics out of the ‘ordinary.’  

 Participants identified that although the majority of staff at their schools tolerated the 

idea of gender-neutral washrooms, most did not want to participate in the discussion 

involving this decision. Rather, teachers would rather ‘let it go on, as long as they didn’t 

have to hear or see it.’ This silencing of transgender issues such as gender-neutral 

washrooms plays a role in reproducing heteronormativity.  Fredman et al. (2013) found 

that “as a result of following the rule of not talking about LGBTQ issues, educators, 

either knowingly or unknowingly, reproduced the existence of this heteronormative rule, 

which involved passing the rule of silence on to their students” (p. 66).  If educators are 

not able to deconstruct their own views on the ways schooling reinforces binary genders, 

then they will be unable to engage students with those critical questions to create change.  
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 Participants addressed a common theme when discussing the lack of GSD pedagogy 

in the school culture: the lack of supports from colleagues. Studies have found that 

teachers often fear parents, administration and religious groups when addressing GSD 

inclusive curriculum (Fredman et al., 2013; Meyer 2008); however my participants did 

not identify this fear as an issue. Rather, while they felt they had supportive 

administration and parents, they were hesitant to bring up gender or sexuality with staff 

members of older generations. One participant said, “I am uncomfortable when I am 

around older teachers, sometimes I’m not comfortable getting into a conflict about it 

[GSD discussions].”  

 Participants lacked confidence in discussing GSD discourse with other teachers in the 

school in fear of confrontation with older generations who, they believed may have 

negative attitudes towards GSD students and content. This unfound assumption was 

common amongst the participants, and created an unreasonable bias amongst older 

generations of teachers. This evidently shows that these teachers feared disrupting the 

norm and interrupting the status quo in events of discomfort and generalized 

stereotyping. 

Professional Development and Curricular Changes  

 This study makes a strong case for the need for professional development for 

confronting issues of heteronormativity. All five participants stated that their school 

lacked any professional development opportunities on the topic of gender and sexual 

diversity and all five participants were unaware of the Ministry of Education: Deepening 

the Discussion document that was created to better support Saskatchewan teachers. One 

teacher said, “The only time it [GSD professional development] happens is when talking 
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with teachers in the informal conversations that you’re having about how to go about 

something, or teach something related.” This aligns with Meyer (2008) who found that 

teachers report few opportunities through their schools to gain competence in addressing 

GSD issues.  

 All of the participants indicated a desire to include GSD pedagogy into their teaching 

but felt they lacked the adequate resources and knowledge to properly do so. In the study 

conducted by Fredman et al.,(2013) it was noted that educators’ concerns with 

addressing GSD issues in school were directly related to their feelings of unpreparedness 

due to lack of training. All participants in this study felt that they would benefit from 

professional development in the area of gender and sexuality. However, many teachers 

wanted resources to use in the classroom. When asked what type of professional 

development opportunities they would find most beneficial, one teacher stated, “I think 

having tangible resources would be great, then that way I wouldn’t have to create 

anything.”  

 This comment further acknowledges that heterosexual teachers are still looking for 

‘one-off’ lessons that incorporate the other, and rely on fast, easy approaches to 

incorporate GSD pedagogy. Loutzenheiser (2010) states, “The scarcity of integration and 

over-reliance on one or two day lessons that are not tied to the rest of the curriculum, 

results in a lack of analytic depth in relation to the systemic, which trivializes the history 

under examination” (p.30).  In order for change to occur in the classroom, professional 

development needs to be addressed through a queer theory lens in which teachers 

deconstruct social norms, criticize the binaries that marginalize, and unwrap the privilege 

that maintains them (Schick, 2004). Even though the participants in this study considered 
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themselves to be teachers who support and advocate for GSD youth, they were not able 

to create diverse, equal and inclusive spaces for learning. This suggests that focused 

professional development on building knowledge and understanding of the lived 

experiences of GSD youth as well as the heteronormative privilege of schools needs to 

be put into practice.  

 Anagnostopoulous et al.  (2009) found that even when policies are in place, if 

professional development is lacking, teachers remain uncertain of their obligations to 

respond to gender-based bullying and harassment. The participants in my study felt 

obliged to respond to gender and sexual orientation based bullying and harassment, but 

they were unable to provide effective strategies to do so. Three out of the five teachers 

turned to othering of different races, genders, sexual orientations, or disabilities to 

attempt to disengage the use of homophobic language. This could be, because although 

these teachers believe that change must come, the institutional, political, social and 

cultural forces that reproduce norms are ever present in the classroom. Therefore, 

‘othering’ of any gender, sexual orientation or race other than that of a white, privileged, 

cis-gender male or female, leaves the privileged untouched, uncriticised and safe, while 

still creating hierarchies amongst other marginalized groups. In order to deconstruct 

these social norms and help teachers to understand their obligations to gender and sexual 

pedagogy, schools must take a progressive stance toward staff development regarding 

GSD students and discourse (Payne & Smith, 2011).  

Curriculum Changes  

 The participants in this study often referred to the similarities of gender and sexual 

diverse pedagogy and Indigenous ways of teaching. They were able to identify that 
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commonality between the racial oppression in curriculum with gender and sexual 

orientation oppression. However, most argued that because gender and sexuality was not 

mandated in the curriculum, as Indigenous content is, they were not able to see where 

they could fit it into their educational discourse. Although legal cases such as 

Chamberlain vs. Surrey (2002) have helped provide support for teachers willing to 

provide inclusive GSD content into curricular studies, policy and implementation of 

GSD pedagogy are not required. Furthermore, the Saskatchewan Ministry of Education, 

as they released the Deepening the Discussion document, went on record to say that all 

schools would be required to have some sort of GSA if students requested it, in schools. 

This makes the lack of policy in the Regina Public School board even more problematic.  

None of the teachers interviewed were aware of any policies or programs in the Regina 

Public School Board involving the inclusion of gender and sexually diverse content. 

Although the majority of participants expressed the desire to include this into their 

teaching, they lacked resources and direction. 

  Much like Indigenous curriculum, GSD needs to be incorporated inclusively in 

Saskatchewan curriculum so that all students are able to see themselves in their own 

learning experiences. The participants identified that they only brought up GSD content 

when discussing HIV/AIDS in health class, topics of bullying and harassment, or 

negative experiences of GSD youth in literature. As Rayside (2014) commented, if 

teachers only portray GSD students through a victim lens, it reiterates the other and 

continues to form power structures amongst those who feel that they are in positions of 

power to ‘help’ those who do not conform to societal norms.  Curriculum through the 

lens of queer theory challenges teachers to identify the ways that curricular content is 
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already sexualized, furthermore challenging teachers to identify how it is already 

heterosexualized (Sumara & Davis, 1999). This identification can be a basis for 

restructuring Saskatchewan curriculum to not only understand how heteronormativity 

currently shapes the learning outcomes of our schools, but also how heteronormative 

outcomes do not provide safe spaces or positive learning experiences for many of our 

youth.  

Implications for Future Research  

 There are many unanswered questions when it comes to systems of marginalization 

and oppression in schools that continue to promote heteronormative cultures within the 

classroom and beyond. It is my hope that future research will build on the findings of 

this research that professional development is necessary to queer the ways teachers view 

the classroom. Some possible questions for future research are elaborated below.  

 First, how can Saskatchewan School Boards support teachers who are willing to 

confront heteronormativity? Although this study only focused on heterosexual teachers 

perceptions of GSD, it would be useful to conduct a similar study with administration at 

the school level, as well as administration at the board level.  This is necessary to 

understand the fear and hesitation that may be present in identifying the need for gender 

and sexually diverse pedagogy. Teachers are asking for support and resources but there 

are few tangible examples of professional development opportunities initiated by this 

school division he Saskatchewan Teachers’ Federation (STF).  Because the STF has the 

most access to Saskatchewan teachers, I question what role the Federation should play in 

supporting ongoing professional development of their members.  Due to the lack of these 
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supports, teachers feel inadequately prepared to bring up these conversations in their 

classrooms and to support students to the best of their ability.  

 Secondly, what are preferred ways to promote GSD pedagogy in schools? There is a 

need for teachers to engage in queer theory education.  Queer theory asks that the forms 

of curriculum and the relations of pedagogy be appropriated sites to interpret the 

particularities of the perceived differences among individual persons, not merely among 

categories of persons (Sumara & Davis, 1999, p. 192).  If educators are giving the 

professional development opportunities to be cognizant of queer theory and actively 

participant in deconstructing how normal is defined, potential positive change could 

occur.   

 Third, what is the impact of GSD professional development on Saskatchewan 

teachers? Since none of the teachers in the study had any GSD professional development 

experience it was impossible to identify how this may benefit teachers in deconstructing 

a heteronormative classroom. A study that focuses on the effects on future curricular 

content and inclusion of GSD after professional development opportunities would be 

useful to understand the benefits this has on individual teachers.  

 Lastly, how do the views of less willing or less informed teachers impact the school 

climate in regards to gender and sexual diversity? As the participants in my study 

mentioned, they felt that many older teachers were hesitant to engage in any 

conversation regarding GSD youth or practices. Silencing of these issues recreates the 

heteronormativity within schools. It would be beneficial to understand the fears and 

assumptions of these teachers to better understand how to educate them on progressive 

movements.  
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CONCLUSION 

 Although this study relied on a small sample of heterosexual high school teachers in 

one school division, I wonder if it is reasonable to assume that these participants are 

indicative of the current educators in the province of Saskatchewan. They are teachers 

who are willing to address heteronormativity but face many challenges to take action and 

move beyond simply accepting the concept of sexuality and gender diversity. The 

research identified that teachers are eager to receive training and professional 

development on gender and sexual diversity but currently lack the resources and 

knowledge to properly support these students.  

 This study shows that teachers understand their roles as allies when homo-negative 

behaviours or speech arise in their classrooms, but fail to provide the proper supports 

that help students critically engage in the consequences of these actions. These findings 

are consistent with past research that has found most students do not feel that their 

teachers effectively address homophobic harassment (Taylor et al., 2011). Interestingly, 

the participants did not mention lack of intervention because of parental feedback or 

administration backlash as commonly as other research has identified (Payne & Smith, 

2011). Instead they chose to use other minority groups as examples to identify the 

inappropriateness of the comments, reconstructing the power of the heterosexually 

privileged.  

 The participants recounted experiences of struggling to understand gender and 

sexually diverse youth because of their own personal history and the societal and cultural 

norms that have been placed upon them since their own schooling experiences and 

beyond.  Many of the participants struggles to ‘let go’ of what they constituted as 
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appropriate behaviour for youth while youth attempt to understand their gender and 

sexuality. As Youdell (1995) emphasizes in great detail, compulsory heterosexuality, the 

idea that heterosexuality is reinforced by institutions, is fundamentally apparent in the 

language of these teachers. It is evident that before teachers can become true allies and 

advocates for all students, they must be given the tools and learning experiences 

necessary to examine their own heteronormativity that fills their pedagogical space with 

uncertainties and tensions.  

  The most concerning finding from this research was that all of the participants had 

little to no professional development or opportunities to engage in professional 

development regarding GSD pedagogy. All of the participants had access to a resource 

created by the Ministry of Education to engage in GSD pedagogy, but not one of the 

participants was aware of its existence. These findings challenge school divisions in 

Saskatchewan to implement policies that mandate the inclusivity of GSD professional 

development.  These findings are disconcerting because not as research has shown that 

GSD workshops and seminars lead to more positive teacher attitudes towards GSD 

students and an improved school climate (Kose, 2009, Szalacha, 2004). All of the 

teachers indicated that professional development would be beneficial to their 

understanding of obligations and awareness, and all teachers were willing to address 

GSD issues if they felt that they had resources and training to do so.  

A Final Word 

 In the time it has taken me to write this thesis, there have been many trials and 

tribulations for the LGBTQ community.  In Regina, the Queen City Pride Parade held on 

Saturday, June 17th, 2017, had record attendance despite heavy rainfall (Regina Leader 
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Post, 2017), evidence that more and more people in Regina are becoming allies and 

advocates for those who are gender and sexually diverse. Canada passed Bill C-16, 

which gives transgender people equal rights, hopefully protecting those who do not 

conform to the norms of gender identity or expression from discrimination and abuse. As 

well, on November 28th, 2017, Prime Minister Justin Trudeau gave a historic apology to 

the LGBT community, acknowledging the mistreatment and systematic oppression 

(Harris, 2017). However, at the same time, the GSD community was the predominant 

victim group for hate crimes in Toronto in 2016 (Toronto Police 2016 Annual Hate/Bias 

Crime Statistical Report, 2016) and political and educational moguls such as Jordan 

Peterson continue to publicly oppress marginalized GSD citizens in Canada. This range 

of scenarios only echoes the importance of this work. Tolerance, acceptance, and change 

will not happen overnight, but it is necessary to celebrate the small successes and hope 

for a better tomorrow. I am grateful that the teachers in this research allowed themselves 

to be exposed and to have their heteronormative assumptions critiqued in the process. If 

people are unwilling to acknowledge their wrong-doings and are not able to put 

themselves in a vulnerable position, change may not occur. These teachers voluntarily 

placed themselves in an uncomfortable setting with the hope that the conversation would 

lead to improved school climate.  

 It is necessary to engage in social-justice and lead those who may feel that they do not 

have a valid voice. I know that choosing to be silent reinforces the dominant culture of 

heterosexuality. I am also aware that every time I challenge the dominant discourses in 

education, I am creating a small spark of change within the school climate.  It is my hope 
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that this small spark, if given enough energy will create a fire within other educators, so 

powerful that the need for gender and sexual pedagogy cannot be ignored. 
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APPENDIX A: 

CONSENT FORM 

 
Project Title:   
Straight Teacher’s Perception of Queer Pedagogy: Saskatchewan High School 
Educators’ Response to Inclusive Pedagogy & Curriculum for Gender and Sexually 
Diverse Youth.  
Researcher(s):  
Ms. Mia Olson, MA Candidate, Curriculum and Instruction, University of Regina 
E-mail: olson11m@uregina.ca  
Phone: 306-529-0967 
 
Supervisor: 
Dr. Twyla Salm, Faculty of Education, University of Regina 
Email: Twyla.Salm@uregina.ca 
Phone: 306-585-4606 
 
Purpose(s) and Objective(s) of the Research  
To the extent that these findings further our understanding of the supports necessary for 
teachers to successfully promote and include gender and sexually diverse content into the 
curriculum and school climate, it is my hope that Saskatchewan schools can be leaders 
for change in which the school environment for gender and sexually diverse youth is a 
safe place. Therefore the main purpose of this proposed project is: 
• To develop a deeper understanding of how heterosexual, Saskatchewan teachers 
approach GSD inclusive pedagogy.  
• To compare, contrast, and explore participant’s personal experiences and 
understanding on gender and sexually diverse youth into their teaching practices.  
• To develop a greater understanding of the supports necessary for teachers in 
regards to GSD curriculum 
 
Procedures: If you agree to the study, you will participate in two in-person 
interviews. The first interview will take approximately 45 to 60 minutes. The 
interview will be conducted at a time and place that is convenient to you. With your 
permission, the interview will be audio-taped and notes will be taken by the 
interviewer/researcher to ensure your information is captured. After the interview, the 
interview data will be transcribed by a professional transcribing agency that assures 

mailto:olson11m@uregina.ca
mailto:Twyla.Salm@uregina.ca
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confidential services. The information will also be analyzed by the researcher. It is 
possible that you may also be asked to participate in a follow-up interview which will 
last approximately 30 to 45 minutes. This interview will also be conducted at a time and 
place that is convenient to you.  
Please feel free to ask any questions regarding the procedures and goals of the study or 
your role. 
Potential Risks: There are no known or anticipated risks to you by participating in this 
research. There is a possibility that some participants may feel discomfort in sharing 
their experience related to gender and sexually diverse youth or they may be 
concerned that their approach will be scrutinized. If you feel uncomfortable during 
the interview, you are free to decline to answer any questions you do not want to. If you 
wish to discontinue the interview, I can turn off the recording and you can stop the 
interview at that time.  
Potential Benefits: 
It is hoped that information from this project may be used to: 
i) Make recommendations to the Regina Public School Board and develop 
guidelines to assist high school teachers with the implementation of gender and sexually 
diverse pedagogy.   
ii) To make recommendations to the Regina Public School board on how high 
school teachers who may experience challenges working with GSD youth have access to 
the support they need from their school board. 
iii) Form a base for further studies on the issue of GSD pedagogy within the high 
school urban school setting.  
 
Confidentiality: Due to the nature of this study, confidentiality will be limited. To 
ensure as much confidentiality as possible, your name will NOT be used and a pseuodym 
will be assigned when the interviews are transcribed and reported. Pseudonyms will be 
used when audio recording are sent for transcription. Also, care will be taken that no 
identifying information will be included in direct quotes. At times, the researcher may 
make slight alterations to a situation or context to conceal the identity of the participant.  
When appropriate, the participants will be referred to in an aggregate form. Due to the 
unique nature of the environments that the participants may be describing, complete 
confidentiality cannot be guaranteed.  For example, there is a chance that participants 
could be identified by their speech patterns or by colleagues who work within the same 
context.   However, every effort will be made to ensure confidentiality. 
Storage of Data: The data will be stored in a locked filing cabinet in the office of the 
supervisor of the study, Dr. Twyla Salm. The computer files are protected by a 
password.  After the required five years, the audio-tapes will be erased and destroyed, 
and the transcripts, including computer files, will be deleted or shredded and discarded.        
Right to Withdraw:  Your participation is voluntary and you may answer only those 
questions with which you are comfortable. You may withdraw from the research project 
for any reason, without explanation or penalty of any sort up to two weeks after of your 
initial interview. Within two weeks, you will be notified by researcher if a second 
interview will take place, and at this time your data may be integrated into the analysis or 
part of the final report.   
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Follow up: Within two weeks of your initial participant interview, and prior to the data 
being included in the final report, you will be given the opportunity to review the 
transcript of your interview, and to add, alter, or delete information from the transcript as 
you see fit. The study will be made available through the U of R library or you can email 
me for a digital copy. 
Questions or Concerns:  Contact the researcher(s) using the information at the top of 
page one (1). This project has been approved on ethical grounds by the U of R Research 
Ethics Board.  Any questions regarding your rights as a participant may be addressed to 
the committee at [585-4775 or research.ethics@uregina.ca].  Out of town participants 
may call collect.   
Consent  
Your signature below indicates that you have read and understand the description 
provided; I have had an opportunity to ask questions and my/our questions have been 
answered. I consent to participate in the research project. A copy of this Consent Form 
has been given to me for my records. 
 

     
Name of Participant  Signature  Date 

 
______________________________      _______________________ 
      Researcher’s Signature                Date 

 
 
 

A copy of this consent will be left with you, and a copy will be taken by the researcher 
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APPENDIX B: 
Recruitment Letter 

PARTICIPANTS NEEDED FOR RESEARCH IN 
Straight Teachers Perception of Queer Pedagogy. 

Dear High School Teachers, 
 I am a graduate student at the University of Regina, working towards my Masters of 
Education. The purpose of my study is: 

• To compare, contrast, and explore participant’s personal experiences and 
understanding on gender and sexually diverse youth into their teaching practices.  

• To develop a deeper understanding of how heterosexual, Saskatchewan teachers 
approach GSD inclusive pedagogy 

• to develop a greater understanding of the supports necessary for teachers in 
regards to GSD curriculum 

If you are interested in participating or have questions regarding this study, please 
contact the researcher via email at olson11m@uregina.ca, or phone, 306-529-0967. 
Please do not contact the researcher via Facebook as this will potentially compromise 
confidentiality. As a participant in this study, you would be asked to be involved in two 
interviews with the researcher. The first interview will take approximately 45 to 60 
minutes. The interview will be conducted at a time and place that is convenient to you. It 
is possible that you may also be asked to participate in a follow-up interview which will 
last approximately 30 to 45 minutes. This interview will also be conducted at a time and 
place that is convenient to you.  
The following criteria need to be met in order for you to participate in the study: 
a) Must live in Saskatchewan 
b) Must hold a Professional “A” Teaching certificate  
c) Must currently be teaching in a Public Saskatchewan high school 
d) Must identify themselves as a heterosexual/not of a sexual minority 
e) Must be willing to discuss their experiences teaching gender and sexually diverse 
content  
f) Must be able to provide informed, signed consent to participate in the research 
I am looking for participants to take part in a research study of teachers who self-identify 
as heterosexual’s perception of gender and sexually diverse pedagogy. I want to use your 
knowledge, experiences and responses to help me learn about effective ways to 
incorporate gender and sexually diverse pedagogy into high schools in urban settings.  I 
am asking for volunteers to allow me to use their experiences and responses to GSD 
pedagogy in my research. You will be asked about your experiences regarding gender 
and sexually diverse pedagogy and your understandings with incorporating GSD 
pedagogy into your teaching practice. This research has been approved by Mr. Walter, 
Deputy Director of School Services. 
For more information about this study, or to volunteer for this study, please contact: 
Mia Olson  
Master’s Student in Curriculum & Instruction  
Faculty of Education  
306-529-0967  
Email: olson11m@uregina.ca 

mailto:olson11m@uregina.ca
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APPENDIX C: 
Interview Questions 

Interview questions will be distributed to participants 3-5 days prior to the interview. 
This will give participants enough time to reflect on gender and sexuality within their 
school environment  
Initial Questions: 

1. What does it mean for you to be heterosexual?
2. What life experiences do you associate with being heterosexual?
3. What is your understanding of gender and sexual diversity? What does it mean to

you?
4. Tell me about any programs/clubs within your high school that offers any

supports for GSD youth.
5. How do you think teachers respond to GDS content/material/discussion?
6. Do you feel comfortable talking about GSD issues with your colleagues? What

has encouraged you to feel comfortable, or what has made you feel
uncomfortable in these discussions?

7. To what extent do you believe that
lesbian/gay/bisexual/transgendered/queer/questioning specific concerns are
typically addressed in school climates in general?
(a) Can you give an example of a time when you believe GSD issues were

addressed in a classroom or in the school environment where you teach?
Intermediate Questions: 

8. Are you aware of the Saskatchewan Ministry of Health document that came out
in October 2015 titled Deepening the Discussion that can be used as a resource to
help teachers address LGBTQ issues?
(a) Do you feel that this is a necessary document for teachers? What makes you

feel this way?
(b) Have you used any of the resources within this document to help support your

own inclusion of GSD pedagogy?
9. Tell me how you would describe the teachers’/schools’ role to talk about gender

and sexual diversity with youth?
10. How have you handled students’ negative communication about gender and

sexually diverse youth?
(a) Do you feel that it is necessary for an educator to step in during these

discussions?
11. What techniques or strategies have you tried to use to communicate inclusivity in

regard to sexual orientation? (If none, are there any strategies that you find
potentially helpful in communicating this?)

12. Could you describe situations where you believe any necessary changes in your
own language or communication occurs with students in order to be inclusive of
GSD students’ feelings of safety and support in the school?

Ending Questions: 
13. Do you feel that you have the confidence to develop curricular lesson plans with

the incorporation of GSD content?
(a) What have you done to incorporate this into your classroom?
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(b) If not, why do you feel that you are not adequately prepared to include GSD 
content? 

14. What kind of training have you received about addressing GSD issues? Do you 
think additional training would change how you communicate with students and 
staff about GSD issues? 

15. What are the problems/challenges that teachers face when introducing GSD 
issues into the curriculum at the high school level? 

16. How do you think that GSD supporting documents could be presented to 
educators to ensure that educators are properly informed upon the development 
of new documents and policies? 

17. What type of professional development opportunities (guest speakers, seminars, 
etc.) have you experienced concerning GSD pedagogy? Do you think this would 
be necessary for all educators to be a part of? 
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