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ABSTRACT 

 Heteronormative forces prevail across all domains in the lives of humans. This is 

also true in the context of the elementary school. This is a qualitative case study focused 

on teacher perceptions and lived experiences related to heteronormativity in the 

elementary classroom. These teachers shared their lived experiences of growing up in 

heteronormative cultures and how these forces molded their own development as 

gendered/sexed and sexual beings. These teachers also shared how they perceive and 

subsequently work to counter these heteronormative forces in the context of the 

elementary school.
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

When considering gender development, children generally begin interacting with the 

world as gendered beings during their preschool years (Olson & Gulgoz, 2018). When 

considering sexual development, self-identified gay males report having sexual 

attractions toward individuals of the same perceived sex as early as the age of seven, or 

roughly first grade (Katz-Wise, et al, 2016; Grossman, Foss, & D’Augelli, 2014). The 

reality that our youngest students are both gendered and sexually becoming beings is not 

a new addition to cultural or scientific funds of knowledge. Freud (n.d.) made this very 

claim 115 years ago-only with different terms and for different aims– when he said, “The 

trait of inversion [homosexuality] may either date back to the very beginning, as far back 

as the subject's memory reaches, or it may not have become noticeable till some 

particular time before or after puberty” (p. 137). In fact, according to Freud, “under the 

influence of seduction,” childhood is the very site where one, “can become 

polymorphously perverse and can be led into all possible kinds of sexual irregularities'' 

(p. 191). These “irregularities”, of course, are in reference to any non-heteronormative 

gender and/or sexual developments that are not in strict alignment with one’s bio-

culturally defined sex.  

Children sexually becoming is something that might be known, but never mentioned. 

However, it is not ignorance that places childhood sexual development in the closet; it is 

driven by the hegemonic forces that wish to maintain the implicit consensus regarding the 
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naturality of heteronormative development. Child gender and sexuality development can 

also be driven by silence. To summarize, there are forces at play that allow 

heteronormativity to monopolize, mandate, and restrict the ways in which children 

become gendered and sexual beings. To extrapolate a metaphor from Freud’s term 

“seduction” (n.d.); the Seductress of a child’s sexual and gendered development ought to 

only be unimpeded and unadulterated heteronormativity.  

 Freud postulated this in the early years of the 1900s; however, he spoke of non-

heterosexuality and non-heteronormative gender development as psychosexual 

"irregularities”. For Freud, psychologically healthy children were, in fact and necessarily, 

developing as heterosexual and cisgender beings. Further, Freud believed the healthy 

sexual development of the male or female individual was both noticeable in their sexual 

attraction toward the other sex and in their feminine or masculine propensities and 

qualities. Freud named any deviations to the necessary conjunctional psychosexual (and 

gender) development as “irregularities”. In more recent and significantly less phobic 

terms, this purportedly natural, necessary, and healthy lockstep development of gender 

and sexuality has come to be known as heteronormativity. It is not cultural (or scientific, 

when we think about Freud) belief that children are sexually innocent or non-developing, 

but rather, that heteronormativity compels children to develop as gendered beings that 

are, by default, heterosexual unless perverse sexual (and gender) "irregularity" 

(homosexual, bisexual, femininity in males, masculinity in females etc.) surfaces during 

their childhood sexual and gender development. 
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It is not enough to say that elementary teachers presume the “innocence of children'' 

which “results in the belief that children have no sexuality” (Cahill & Theilheimer, 1999, 

p. 41). It is more accurate to say that “many teachers...do consider children [as] sexual 

beings,” they simply act as if “all children were heterosexual until proved otherwise” (p. 

41). In fact, even as early as preschool “teachers construct (and occasionally disrupt) 

gendered sexuality in a number of different ways” alongside children who “reproduce 

(and sometimes resist) these identities and norms in their daily play” (Gansen, 2017, p. 

256). 

This dissertation is a qualitative case study of eight gender/sex and sexually diverse 

elementary teachers, and how they navigate and impact largely heteronormative school 

spaces. Specifically, this research inquires how elementary school teachers perform or 

conceal different components of their sexual configurations (van Anders, 2015) in front 

of students and others in their professional environments. In addition, this research 

addresses how components of a teacher’s sexual configurations, performed or concealed, 

impact issues of equity, with a specific focus on normalized sexuality and 

heteronormativity in the elementary school setting.  

In this chapter, I will (1) briefly define the construct of heteronormativity, (2) 

analyze its place in the elementary school setting, (3) specifically address the construct of 

heteronormativity and the experiences of gender/sex and sexually diverse teachers, and 

(4) identify research questions around the experiences and expressions of gender/sex and 

sexuality of self-identified queer and non-queer elementary school teachers. I will also 

consider the ways that non-normative gender/sex and sexuality impact the perceptions of 
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heteronormative processes for these teachers. Finally, I will explore a few key reasons an 

inquiry into non-heteronormative teacher perceptions of heteronormativity in the 

elementary school setting is necessary, not only for the queer elementary educator, but 

for a variety of individuals within elementary school spaces. 

Heteronormativity Everywhere 

Weems (1999) defined heteronormativity as the reinscribed “assumptions of 

biological essentialisms...gender polarity...and reproduction” (p. 30). Heteronormativity 

is the social presumption that heterosexuality is the norm, the ideal, and the central 

construct for both understanding gender and sexuality. DePalma (2010/2011) states that 

heteronormative, “processes are largely invisible to us, as they simply reflect and enforce 

‘the way things are’” (p. 49). This creation of “norms'' affects what can be seen, 

understood, and said within a social context. Heteronormativity creates the very 

groundwork for understanding who and what counts as gay or straight; male or female; 

girl or boy; and who and what can be identified as normal or abnormal. In other words, 

heteronormativity is the tacit and explicit perpetuation and support of pervasive cultural 

and social presumptions regarding how an individual should perform based on the rigid 

alignment of one’s gender/sex and sexuality.  

One major aim of this dissertation project is to shed light on the pervasive 

heteronormative forces teachers experience in the social context of the elementary school 

environment. Because children are often thought of as non-sexual, yet heterosexually 

becoming; with their biological sex being in lockstep with their developing gender, 
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another goal of this research project is to better understand how these teachers counter the 

heteronormative forces placed on children in the elementary schools they inhabit.  

Where does Heteronormativity Come From? 

Where did heteronormativity come from seems a slightly different question than 

where does it come from. The lineage of heteronormativity from a socio-cultural 

perspective is a diverse and complex system and beyond the purpose of this current 

project. However, to begin answering “Where does heteronormativity come from?,” I 

will exemplify a few areas (i.e., politics, children’s movies, and the elementary 

classroom) where heteronormativity acts as a force placed upon individuals in our society 

across a multitude (if not endless) number of human contexts. 

In 1993, President Bill Clinton issued a Department of Defense Directive that 

effectively allowed for homosexuals to serve in the military as long as they kept their 

sexuality squarely in the closet. Prior to 2015, it was illegal to marry someone of the 

same sex in 15 different states. In July of 2017, through a series of Tweets, President 

Donald Trump stated the United States government would no longer “accept or allow 

transgender individuals to serve in any capacity in the U.S. Military” as they would place 

an undue burden on and disrupt the work of the military. The federal government proves 

to be yet another fuel that continues to propel and perpetuate heteronormative forces. 

Martin and Kayak (2009) analyzed and coded the 20 most popular G-Rated 

children’s movies from 1990-2009 to see if and in what ways these films may promote 

heteronormative ideals. What they found was that these children’s movies are imbued 

with what the authors identify as hetero-romantic love and heterosexiness. Shows 
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designed for young children contain frequent and nearly subliminal messages around the 

transformative and magical power of heterosexuality. Shows designed for young children 

frequently remind them of the heteronormative ideal that heterosexuality and hetero-

romantic love is “transformative, powerful, and (literally) magical” (Martin & Kayak, 

2009, p. 324). The researchers also found that men’s bodies were generally portrayed as 

the “site of jokes'' (p. 329) in these movies. This contrasted with the heterosixeness of the 

feminine character and body, and the subsequent male gaze onto her. These researchers 

aptly showed us that there exists a “rich and pervasive heterosexual landscape” (p. 332) 

that is perpetuating heteronormative forces in the lives of children. 

Research has shown that pre-kindergarten classroom “bookshelf” literature 

contains some content that depicts “characters with romantic and/or sexual attractions 

toward/relationships with individuals depicted” (Crisp et al., 2016, p. 35). However, these 

depictions are exclusively heterosexual. As the authors conclude, this highlights that the 

“invisibility of individuals with non-normative sexual identities was ultimately 

reinscribed” (p. 35) on the bookshelves of these pre-kindergarten classrooms. As 

illustrated, heteronormative ideals pulsate across an expansive variety of contexts, 

through the halls of the United States White House, the movies children watch, and the 

bookshelves of pre-kindergarten classrooms. 

Heteronormativity in Elementary Schools 

In 2005, an Australian broadcasting company aired a 60 second vignette of a 

young child playing at a park with her two moms as a part of a children’s television 

show. Immediate political and cultural backlash ensued. Opponents of this vignette 
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believed that this exposure of homosexuality to young children was grossly inappropriate. 

Researchers Taylor and Richardson (2005) set out to explore the idea that 

heteronormativity is a restrictive force placed on children by adults; children merely 

abide by and sometimes support its replication. To further understand the queerness of 

children, these researchers explored the quintessential “home corner” in early childhood. 

In their own written vignettes, these researchers did, indeed, highlight the fact that, left to 

their own devices and creative meanderings, children are queerer than the 

heteronormative boxes we often place them in. In one instance, a boy dressed up in a 

princess dress. In another, a boy police officer cared for his baby while chasing robbers. 

However, the majority of the vignettes contained moments of play that could largely be 

viewed as heteronormative: boys sitting in the front seat of a car; another boy refusing to 

care for a baby as a policeman; girls cleaning house, arranging furniture, or caring for 

children; boys becoming policemen and chasing robbers; a boy, “Peter”, being called a 

“man” by another child, despite wearing a princess dress. This research highlights how 

children turn the “home corner”– a “domestic utopia” (p. 165)– into a queer space (at 

times, and not always resistance-free).  

Taylor and Richardson (2005) specifically engaged in this research inquiry to 

explore if and how children are queerer than our heteronormative culture presumes. 

Finding classroom spaces in which queerness would thrive seems a logical first step for 

this type of research that hypothesizes this specific outcome (i.e., that the home corner is 

queerer than we think). However, this research did not indicate to what extent the early 
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childhood teachers in the classroom actively supported (or pushed back against) this type 

of home corner queering, only that it existed. 

The point still remains, as Taylor and Richardson (2005) concluded, that the 

cultural and political backlash from depicting two moms on a national children’s show 

highlights how the “trope of appropriateness” pulls its strength from “a Western-

scientific paradigm” that is “firmly located within a moral regime that is inextricably 

bound up with prelapsarian (i.e., sexual innocence) and heteronormative 

conceptualizations of childhood” (p. 165). More than a decade after this study was 

published, Blaise and Taylor (2012) reminded us, through a comprehensive review of 

literature on heteronormativity in elementary spaces, that, “heterosexual discourses are 

everywhere in early childhood contexts, and the gender discourses that children engage 

with are almost always heterosexual discourses” (p. 91).  

Ryan’s (2016) ethnographic study of heteronormativity in the elementary school 

classroom found students in her study engaged in outward and intentional “disparaging” 

of “queer-inclusive sexualities,” and considered heterosexuality as “common sense” (p. 

78). Elementary-aged students in her study played as if heteronormative behaviors were 

humorous, yet entirely necessary, expected, and appropriate. On the other hand, students 

viewed homosexual behaviors as unspeakable, and they actively worked to disconnect 

themselves from the accusations or behaviors of being gay through dialogue, behavior, 

and play. Heteronormativity is perpetuated in the elementary schools, as seen in Ryan’s 

(2016) study through, “whispered peer talk, ‘off-task’ chatter, creative writing activities, 

imaginative, dramatic play, and many others” (p. 86). That is, the secrets, open stories 



Texas Tech University, David L. Goss, May 2021 

9 

 

told through written, and oral language, and the imaginations of elementary-aged students 

are deeply rooted in the fertile soil of heteronormativity. These messages, as she puts it, 

were, “regularly circulated among children in elementary schools” (p. 86). Ryan (2016) 

concluded that the knowledge of heterosexuality the students expressed, “intersected with 

the daily curriculum and is learned through constant exposure to and negotiation of 

heteronormative discourses in schools” (p. 88).  

Understanding how teachers tacitly support or counter heteronormativity in 

elementary school spaces in the ways that Ryan (2016) names is a logical step in this line 

of inquiry. It is necessary to understand teacher perceptions of heteronormativity because 

of the significant impact teachers have on the cultures of their own classrooms. We can 

begin this process by exploring the teacher perceptions of these invariably occurring 

discourses. From there, we can further explore how non-heterotypical and heterotypical 

teachers work to support or dismantle these heteronormative utopias at the cellular level 

in elementary school spaces.  

Heteronormativity and Teacher Experiences 

In 2009, Vavrus asked 38 preservice teachers to reflect through ethnographic 

personal narratives on their experiences as former students with heteronormativity in 

school spaces. As part of their narrative all participants included experiences of “subtle 

and direct expectations to behave according to traditionally prescribed gender roles” 

(Vavrus, 2009, p. 386). “Gender anxiety” is how one heterosexual participant described 

the fear of being “ridiculed by peers” and being “labeled deviant” (p. 386) if he chose to 

stray from traditional gender roles as early as second grade. Another heterosexual male 
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participant narrated moments in his life in when he felt compelled to change his interests 

and activities (e.g., art or theater) for fear of being ridiculed by peers for not conforming 

to heteronormative ideals. All 18 male preservice teachers told stories of the pressures 

that were placed on them to act in masculine, heteronormative ways. According to the 

researchers, status and privilege were attained by “displays of masculinity” (p. 386). Only 

two participants remembered a time in their histories when a teacher acknowledged 

homosexuality as a viable other option. Pre-service teacher participants could not identify 

within their narrativized history of school experiences someone who identified as queer. 

Also, during the participants’ years of compulsory education, homosexuality was 

most often only discussed in the context of a disease (e.g., HIV). Few of their former 

teachers, as the preservice teachers narrated, spoke out against homophobia. What is 

more troubling is that most teachers from the participants’ recollections, “participated in 

the enforcement of traditional gender roles and heteronormativity through overt actions 

or by their silences” (Vavrus, 2009, p. 388). The destructive nature of heteronormativity 

and homophobia is evident and palpable in the narratives of all the participants, queer or 

otherwise.  

While these pre-service teacher narratives (Vavrus, 2009) highlight the pervasive 

nature of heteronormativity, some researchers fear that educators might focus on anti-

homophobia but allow heteronormativity to rage on in elementary spaces. Or, as 

MacIntosh (2007) states educators might erroneously, “assume that it is homophobia that 

must be understood, leaving heteronormativity as a live incendiary device—and 

curriculum its tripwire” (p. 36). The study by Vavrus (2009) reifies the reality that the 
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universal masses narratively experience issues of homophobia and heteronormativity. It 

is the heteronormative gaze that ignites homophobia, yet also serves as the lens through 

which individuals go about forming the various components of their identities (e.g., 

gender/sex, sexuality). This is true regardless of where these formations fall within a 

queer continuum. That is, gender/sex and/or sexual identity formation is guided by 

heteronormative forces for all individuals. Teachers may perceive they are anti-

homophobic—and may actively work toward more anti-homophobic practices—while 

simultaneously, and inadvertently, allowing heteronormativity to exist and pump through 

the veins of elementary school spaces.  

One important outcome of this study was to explore whether or not heterotypical 

educators inadvertently espouse binary thinking in ways that do not allow for full 

exploration of gender and sexuality in elementary-aged children; thus allowing 

heteronormativity to remain as a “live incendiary device” (MacIntosh, 2007, p. 36). An 

inversely related outcome of this study was to explore the lived experiences of teachers 

who have a heightened awareness of queerness and being queer, and whether they are 

more acutely aware of heteronormativity and/or more actively working against these 

incendiary forces in elementary schools.  

Research Questions 

 This study is a qualitative case study that specifically explores if elementary 

school teachers, who have non-heteronormative sexual configurations and possible 

performances, are more acutely aware of– and act more aggressively against– 

heteronormative performativity, gender expression, sexuality, and the expression of 
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sexuality in elementary school spaces. Previous research mentioned heretofore has 

explored the queer (e.g., Taylor & Richardson, 2005) and not-so-queer (Ryan, 2016) 

interactions of elementary-aged students, as well as the experiences of pre-service 

teachers’ stories of heteronormativity during their years of education (Vavrus, 2009). 

Using Sexual Configurations Theory (van Anders, 2015) as a framework, this dissertation 

explores the unique and diverse genders and sexualities of elementary teachers, and how 

these components of the teacher-self are concealed or performed in elementary-school 

spaces. This inquiry also explores the relative teacher awareness of, and reactions to, 

heteronormative discourses among children in elementary school spaces. The research 

questions that led this inquiry are expressed in a way that support optimal qualitative 

exploration of the unique experiences that the participants tell: 

1. What are the experiences of elementary teachers as they relate to their own unique 

and potentially diverse gender/sex and sexual configurations? 

2. How do these teachers perform, express, or seek to hide their gender/sex and/or 

sexuality in front of their elementary students? What experiences do these 

teachers have in relation to the intersectionality of their gender/sex and/or 

sexuality and teacher identity?  

3. In what qualitatively different ways and extents do these participants go about 

confronting issues of normalized gender/sex and/or sexuality and 

heteronormativity in the elementary school setting considering their unique 

gender/sex and/or sexual configurations? 
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The final research question stemmed from one of two identified possibilities. One 

possibility is that elementary teachers, regardless of self-identified gender/sex (e.g., male, 

female, transgender, etc.), and/or sexuality (e.g., lesbian, gay, straight, bisexual, 

pansexual, etc.), may experience and, as a potential result, respond to similar 

heteronormative or homophobic pressures as to how to express these components of 

themselves within the context of the elementary school. The other more likely possibility 

was that elementary educators experience and subsequently attend to different 

heteronormative forces—based on the intersection of their expressed gender (e.g., male, 

female, transgender, non-binary, etc.) and sexuality (e.g., asexual, bisexual, gay, lesbian, 

etc.)— in qualitatively different ways, but confront homophobia, binary essentialism, and 

issues of heteronormativity nevertheless. This dissertation seeks to further disentangle the 

potential variations in the heteronormative cultural responses of the elementary educator 

based on their perceived gender/sex and/or sexuality in elementary school spaces. 

Further, this dissertation considers whether these elementary educators responded to 

heteronormativity in elementary schools in different ways based on the various and 

dissimilar heteronormative forces that pushed against them as gendered/sexed and/or 

sexual beings. 

This project inquiries into the combined experiences, dispositions, and reactions 

the participants had related to these performances. The point of this inquiry is not to 

support the existence of heteronormativity in the elementary classroom, but to highlight 

the experiences, dispositions, or reactions of teachers as related to these authenticated 

constructs. This inquiry pushes beyond how elementary educators have “come out” to 
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their elementary students and moves toward exploring how they more tacitly expressed 

their gender/sex and/or sexuality in front of their students and other members of the 

elementary school community. 

This research also explores the ways that forthright “coming out” to students and 

other groups of individuals in elementary school spaces impacted the way teachers 

confronted issues of heteronormativity. Elementary teachers who choose to disclose or 

explicitly name their heteronormatively divergent gender/sex and/or sexuality may very 

well feel it is an essential component of confronting issues of heteronormativity in 

elementary school spaces. Coming out might also lead to the confrontation of 

heteronormativity in other ways. Conversely, not all teachers reveal certain non-

heterotypical components of their gender/sex and/or sexual configurations (i.e., come 

out) to their elementary students or coworkers. Therefore, the ethics of the expression of 

gender/sex and/or sexuality, and the necessity of “coming out” that some elementary 

educators feel, was also a point of investigation for this dissertation. 

Robinson and Ferfolja (2008) found that post-secondary educators working with 

pre-service teachers in New South Wales and Australia, who identified as queer or knew 

someone close to them who identified as queer (e.g., a son), were more likely to 

systematically integrate anti-homophobic and anti-heteronormative education in their pre-

service teacher courses. Teachers who express non-heteronormative configurations are 

more apt to provide a critical challenge against ideas of binary thinking of gender, sex, 

and sexual orientation that is implicitly and explicitly supported in the elementary 

classroom.   
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A Problem Faced by All 

Heteronormativity holds the reins of a seemingly infinite number of life domains 

across a wide variety of contexts for nearly all of us. This is also true in the elementary 

school setting. For example, research has shown that teachers as early as preschool 

respond differently to male children than female children who engage in “sexual 

socialization” with peers (Gansen, 2017). Specifically, only male children were exempt 

from teacher reprimands when they exposed previously covered body parts. In fact, when 

a male child did expose a part of their clothed body, the female child who commented 

about it was corrected for noticing. According to this research, children were permitted to 

“control” (p. 261) the bodies of others based on gender. That is, male children were 

inadvertently provided a heteronormative right to use their bodies in relation to the bodies 

of other children in more physical ways (Gansen, 2017). In other research, 

heteronormativity is what drove elementary-aged girls to embrace and perpetuate girl 

identities saturated in collective talk of boys as “crushes” and “hotties” (Myers, 2010, p. 

174). Pairing these two studies together shows us that there is a pervasive, hegemonic, 

and male-dominated heteronormativity that requires girls to be disciplined for showing 

parts of their bodies, allows boys to touch other children’s bodies with less caution or 

without permission, and mandates that a “girl” identity in elementary school should be 

largely occupied and consumed by the sexual admiration of the “other” gender. 

As we can see, this pervasive and invisible force is not merely a concern for those 

who embrace non-heterotypical identities. As Sedgwick (1990) wrote 30 years ago, 

hegemonic heteronormativity is not a series of issues faced and dealt with exclusively by 
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homosexual minorities; it is the tacit premise of identity-making. Sedgwick stated that the 

homophobically developed and only nominally symmetrical relationship between 

heterosexuality and homosexuality: 

actually subsist in a more unsettled and dynamic tacit relation according to which, 

first, term B [homosexuality] is not symmetrical with but subordinated to 

[heterosexuality]; but second, the ontologically valorized term A [heterosexuality] 

actually depends for its meaning on the simultaneous subsumption and exclusion 

of term B [homosexuality]; hence, third, the question of priority between the 

supposed central and supposed marginal category of each dyad is irresolvably 

unstable, an instability caused by the fact that term B [homosexuality] is 

constituted as at once internal and external to term A [heterosexuality]. (p. 10) 

In speaking about how the heterosexual/homosexual binary came to prominence 

in 1930s middle-class America, Chauncey (1994) rearticulates Sedgwick’s point by 

saying fairies (i.e., highly effeminate men with a strong and overt sexual desires toward 

men) and normal men (i.e., men who act and behave in normal ways; both terms 

contemporaneous): “simultaneously regarded each condition, that is, as safely contained 

in particular groups of people (a minority) but also as already present in, or capable of 

rapidly infecting, an entire population” (p. 87-88). So, not only does this point us to a 

reality that heteronormativity impacts all of us, as Chauncey (1994) and MacIntosh 

(2007) both remind us, it can be used as the very fuel which spreads the fire of 

hegemonic heteronormativity, and even outright homophobia across a seemingly endless 
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variety of contexts. This is critical for educators—queer or otherwise—to understand as 

they navigate elementary spaces that largely perpetuate these ideas.  

In a recent survey conducted by the Gay and Lesbian Alliance Against 

Defamation (GLAAD, 2018), 32% of respondents reported they would feel “Somewhat” 

or “Very” uncomfortable if they found out their child was placed in a class with a 

Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, or Transgendered (LGBT) teacher. The classroom remains a 

precarious place for queer teachers and students (Endo, Reece-Miller, & Santavicca, 

2010). The queer elementary teacher’s concerns are justified in that some of the students’ 

parents, guardians or family members take issue with the non-heteronormative gender or 

sexuality of their child’s teacher. This is justification enough for the practicing queer 

elementary educator to attempt to conceal their gender and/or sexuality. Even the 

inadvertent disclosure of non-heteronormative gender and/or sexuality is especially 

disconcerting for the queer teacher. The voluntary disclosure is often cautious and 

thoughtful. The decisions that lead to this (or the fear of inadvertent disclosure) are of 

interest to other queer elementary teachers and those who work closely with them. 

In 2018, Nappa, Palladino, Menesini, and Baiocco found that high school teachers 

fail to respond to homophobic bullying more than other types of bullying (e.g., racist or 

sexist) because they feel ill-equipped to handle such bullying cases. Many teachers 

remain complacent against this type of bullying because of the perceived 

heteronormative-supporting beliefs of school leaders, colleagues, and parents. More 

problematic is that many teachers, according to this same review of research, still believe 

homosexuality is wrong. As children begin navigating issues and practices of gender/sex 
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and sexuality at an early age, it seems critical for educators to understand that these 

constructs are fluid, not-necessarily-binary and developing at an early age. 

An inquiry that narrowly pinpoints elementary teachers is necessary because 

much of the research focuses on secondary or postsecondary teaching and learning. Some 

of this research does include elementary educators in the sample (e.g., Jackson, 2009; 

Connell, 2012; Palkki, 2015; Endo, Reece-Miller, & Santavicca, 2010), but elementary-

level educators were not the exclusive focus of the work. Other research focuses on 

postsecondary educators and their teacher candidates (e.g., Vavrus, 2009; Brueggemann 

and Moddelmog, 2002; or Turner, 2010). Little published research has focused 

exclusively on queer teachers in elementary school spaces using an expansive and 

empirically revealing framework such as Sexual Configurations Theory (van Anders, 

2015). 

This qualitative case study focuses on eight elementary school teachers with 

diverse and unique gender/sex and/or sexual configurations. Through this research 

methodology, elementary teacher experiences around gender/sex, sexuality, teacher 

identity, and the intersectionality of teacher and gender/sex and/or sexuality unfolded. 

This inquiry explores the lived experiences of elementary school teachers as they related 

to how they perform or express their gender/sex and/or sexualities in front of students.  

Chapter two further refines how using Sexual Configurations Theory (van 

Anders, 2015) as the framework for studying the gender/sex and sexuality of teacher 

participants in this study makes these constructs more empirically visible; which is 

important when exploring the ways in which a teacher’s gender/sex and/or sexuality 
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informs actions for or against the heteronormative forces that exist in elementary school 

spaces. The following chapter also explores the construct of coming out and forced 

sexualization (i.e., forced coming out) in and outside of the school environment for queer 

individuals. Finally, chapter two concludes with a section on previous research conducted 

on the ways in which others have confronted heteronormativity in various school 

environments. 
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CHAPTER 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Queer Research on elementary teachers runs the risk of collapsing the unique 

ways in which teachers are queer or queerish without a queer-extrapolating framework to 

guide the exploration. This dissertation adds a unique contribution to the field in that it 

explores the depth and complexity of elementary school teacher’s gender/sex and/or 

sexuality through the framework of Sexual Configurations Theory (van Anders, 2015). 

With this framework, the research was better able to capture the subtle and nuanced ways 

in which teachers are gendered/sexed and/or sexual beings in the context of the 

elementary school. Further, this framework provided the avenue necessary to explore the 

ways that elementary teachers inadvertently promote heteronormativity—or conversely 

worked against this force—in view of their potentially complex and nuanced sexual 

configurations. This dissertation moves beyond exploring teacher categorical gender 

and/or sexual identities and antihomophobic practices toward the potential interplay 

between a teacher’s sexual configurations and how they attempted to counter or 

perpetuate heteronormative ideals in the elementary school environment. 

Chapter two begins with a brief overview of Sexual Configurations Theory (van 

Anders, 2015) as a framework that operationally defined many terms being explored in 

this study (i.e., sexual identity, sexual orientation, sexual status, gender, sex); provided a 

method for studying the unique gender/sex and/or sexualities of individual participants 

with the purpose of moving away from gender, sex, and sexual categorical identity-

markers; as a way to make sexuality, gender, and sex more empirically visible; and as a 
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way to superimpose teacher sexual configurations onto their actions or inactions toward 

countering heteronormativity in the elementary school spaces they occupy. From there, I 

briefly explore the construct of teacher identity through multiple research perspectives. 

Coming out (of the closet) is a traditional and historical term that has been used, by both 

social scientists and individuals in queer communities, to express sexual identity 

disclosure choices. This term is discussed, with a specific focus on coming out in school 

spaces and in relation to the sexual configurations of the teacher-participants. Also, a 

brief component of this chapter includes potential differences in gender/sex and/or 

sexuality disclosure between self-identified queer males and females.  

Sexual Configurations Theory  

Grounded in bioscience and originating from a psychological perspective, van 

Anders (2015) offers Sexual Configurations Theory as a “testable, empirically grounded 

framework” (p. 1177) for exploring and understanding the lived experiences of 

individuals who are gender/sex and/or sexually diverse in ways that other approaches 

based on “morality, frequency, or normativity” (Lerum & Dworkin, 2015, p. 498) might 

not allow. Sexual Configurations Theory became a “flexible, useful tool” (van Anders, 

2017, p. 1549) for me to use as the principal research instrument in this qualitative 

project to “describe sexual and gender/sexed phenomena without importing anachronistic 

or simply inaccurate assumptions” (van Anders, 2017, 1549) of gender/sex and/or 

sexuality onto participants. 

Sexual Configurations Theory (van Anders, 2015) was used as the guiding 

framework for this study because it makes the diverse and dynamic gender/sex and/or 
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sexuality of these participants empirically discernable in ways that reveal and uphold 

their lived experiences.  I am using van Ander’s framework within a qualitative context 

precisely because individuals are more likely to express lived experiences that speak to 

the sometimes fluid, dynamic, and contextual nature of existing in heteronormative 

society as a gendered/sexed and/or sexualized being. Sexual Configurations Theory (van 

Anders, 2015) served as a theoretical framework that allowed this research to unearth and 

explore the complexity of the experiences of these eight elementary teachers and how 

they experience and express their own dynamic and contextualized gender/sex and/or 

sexuality. 

Sexual Configurations Theory (van Anders, 2015) attempts to address the myriad 

of concerns that thinking of sex, gender, and sexuality in terms of categorical 

identifications catalyzes and canonizes. Making these constructs categorical, even if we 

move beyond binaries, and speaking in terms of ternaries or more, still implodes or 

collapses multidimensional constructs into two-dimensional and categorically limited 

spaces. Simply adding to the expanding categories that we use to describe one’s sex, 

gender, or sexuality, still places those highly diverse and uniquely individual constructs 

into limiting and confining boxes. Even to provide the option of non-binary, when 

thinking of gender for example, collapses what makes one individual identify as “non-

binary” versus another individual. This consequently makes their differences 

indiscernible. When, more than likely, these two individuals experience “non-binarism” 

in completely different ways. In the same way, having to identify as “gay”, for example, 

falsely indicates or alludes to the idea that how I experience being “gay” is categorically 
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similar to how another individual experiences being “gay”, and simply bulldozes over the 

gender/sex and sexual components of my “gay” identity. This assumption is not only 

inaccurate, but it lacks the scientific specificity that might be necessary to promote the 

trustworthiness or credibility of an inquiry that highlights the diverse gender/sex and/or 

sexualities among elementary educators. Further, it fails to question, or even consider, the 

implicities found within that categorical conclusion.  

For example, we assume that the designation of being “gay” means that the 

individual who is making that determination is a man. This, however, fails to critique 

what it means when an individual identifies as a man. Is this a gender or sex-based 

determination? Further, what constitutes being man in terms of either gender or sex? 

Further, we assume that this man is sexually attracted to other men. Again, is the sexual-

object choice based on gender or sex? Van Anders (2015) discusses concerns around sex 

vs. gender determinations, indicating that both terms of overlap and can be construed or 

misconstrued in different ways. Finally, in categorically identifying as “gay”, researchers 

fail to acknowledge the actual construct of attraction. That is, how or in what ways is the 

categorically identified “gay” man attracted to other men? 

Sexual Configurations Theory (van Anders, 2015) helps us, first, more narrowly 

define and operationalize the concepts of sexual identity, sexual orientation, sexual status, 

sex and gender. It also provides a new way for exploring the blurred lines between gender 

and sex with a term called gender/sex. Further, it offers a general methodology as to how 

researchers can study these constructs through a gender/sex and sexual diversity 

perspective. Constructs such as branched and coincident sexual configurations are 
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introduced by van Anders (2015) to explore the “socially situated phenomenology of 

certain kinds of sexual diversity” (p. 1201). As van Anders (2015) states, “attending to 

sexual orientation, sexual identity, and sexual behavior as related but distinct phenomena 

could be crucial to scientific theories of sexualities and also to making meaning of 

[gendered and] sexual lives” (p. 1178). 

When speaking of gender/sex and sexuality, people will often use terms and 

categories already made available to them. That is not to say that these categories 

sufficiently, accurately, or fully define one’s sexuality or gender/sex identities. But 

essentially, it’s the best that can be done using the language that we have and within the 

delimited cultural and power structures already in place. Sexual Configurations Theory 

accepts this, while simultaneously allowing for further exploration of these concepts and 

how they interact with each other at given times and places across and among individuals 

and groups of individuals. Sexual Configurations Theory is best viewed as a 

phenomenological approach to understanding diverse sexualities and genders in a way 

that is “culturally situated and scientifically generative” (van Anders, 2015, p. 1178-

1179). This current project aimed to generate understanding around how a teacher’s 

unique sexual configuration interplays with their views on teaching gender/sex and 

sexuality inclusive practices and countering heteronormativity in elementary school 

spaces. 

Sexual Orientation 

According to van Anders (2015), the term sexual orientation as it is currently used 

in research and in common language “bulldozes...distinctions” as to what and toward 



Texas Tech University, David L. Goss, May 2021 

25 

 

whom one is sexually oriented. That is, it fails to define if someone is sexually attracted 

to “men or penises; social identities; body frames; interactions; masculinities [or 

femininities] despite gender/sex” (p. 1177-1178). Sexual orientation indicates attraction 

exclusively based on erotic pleasure (e.g., contact with genitals or bodies for erotic 

pleasures). This ends up leading to “a narrow sexually-focused interpretation” of sexual 

orientation that falls short of actually exploring all the “intimate phenomena” (p. 1178) 

that the term encompasses. The problem with a lack of distinction is not only 

scientifically problematic– because it decreases the validity of categorically 

distinguishing one’s sexual orientation– but also because it does not actually reflect the 

lived experiences of most people. It is also problematic because orientation often 

indicates a fixed status related to one’s sexuality. As van Anders (2015) states, the use of 

the term sexual orientation in research “fails to account for people’s experiences of 

sexual fluidity or non-exclusivity and implies a fixedness that does not appear to be 

empirically-based” (p. 1179).  

Finally, sexual orientation in contemporary dialogue is primarily thought of as 

dyadic. That is, the term suggests a delimiting focus of sexual orientation as being what 

an individual desires to do with another individual. Sexual Configuration Theory 

considers the reality that sexual orientation is more than just dyadic, and that how we are 

sexually with ourselves is often different than how we are sexually with another 

individual or groups of individuals. This, again, is something that the term “sexual 

orientation” fails to consider. All of this is critical in a study which explored the 

recounted experiences of teachers’ sexuality, how it intersects with their teacher 
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identities, and how all of this informs classroom experiences for teachers and students as 

sexual beings. 

So how can sexual orientation be viewed then within Sexual Configurations 

Theory? Generally, sexual orientation can be viewed as the “interests, approaches, [and] 

fantasies'' (van Anders, 2015, p. 1178) felt by an individual. Put another way, it is a 

multifaceted reference to an individual's potentially fluid, erotic, and/or nurturing 

“attractions, arousals, fantasies, and/or desires” (p. 1199) felt alone or toward individuals 

or groups of individuals based on gender, sex, gender/sex, and even partner number. 

Again, Sexual Configurations Theory allows for the fluidity, flexibility, and non-

exclusivity of the “interests, approaches, and fantasies'' (van Anders, 2015, p. 1178) that 

an individual may feel in different times and places. This theory does not assume these 

are fixed or stable. Instead, it extricates the ways they are fluid and variable across time, 

place, individuals, and groups. Examples of sexual orientation labels are “male-oriented, 

female-oriented, same-sex sexual, homosexual, bisexual, heterosexual, [and] 

monosexual” (van Anders, p. 1178) as they relate specifically to gender/sex. 

“Multisexual, nonsexual, unisexual, multierotic, unierotic, multinurturant, [and] 

uninurtarant” (Van Anders, 2015, p. 2015) are sexual orientation labels that can describe 

partner number. Through Sexual Configurations Theory, this project will work to elicit 

and theoretically generate the variant ways in which these participants develop, live, and 

work as gendered/sexed and sexualized beings. 
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Sexual Identity 

Sexual identity can be defined as the “labels, communities, politics, [and] 

positioning” (Van Anders, 2015, p. 1178) that we generally attribute to ourselves and 

others, specifically around the issue of sexuality. As they relate to the sexual parameters 

of gender/sex, these can be (for examples) “lesbian, gay, bisexual, queer, heterosexual, 

butch, femme, pansexual, person-not-gender” (Van Anders, 2015, p. 1178). As they 

relate to partner number, they can be (for examples) “polyamorous, asexual, demisexual, 

player, slut, virgin, single-by-choice” (Van Anders, 2015, p. 1178).  

Sexual Configurations Theory assumes sexual identities are names people give to 

specific sexual configurations. Sexual identities might be based on an individual’s partner 

number. These identities might include “polyamorous, asexual, player, slut, 

monoamorous” (van Anders, 2015, p. 1202). If an individual has a sexual identity based 

on gender/sex, they might describe themselves as “gay, bisexual, lesbian, [or] 

heterosexual” (van Anders, 2015, p. 1202). Intersectionality is taken into consideration 

when attempting to label sexual identity. For example, a young, thin male might identify, 

or be identified as, a twink. A larger, older, and hairy male might sexually identify (or be 

sexually identified) as a bear. Individuals choose from an already predetermined list of 

sexual identities that already “map onto existing communities” (van Anders, 2015, p. 

1202). These sexual identity terms are born from and within communities; they are not 

born in a “top-down scholar-applied fashion” (p. 1202).  

Van Anders does not employ the term “queer” in her theory. However, the term 

“queer” has been evoked when “sexual configurations challenge sexuality and gender/sex 
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norms” (p. 1202). Queer is a sexual and/or gender/sex identity label that one might use to 

describe themselves. In this study, Sexual Configurations Theory allowed the researcher 

to accept the sexual and gender/sex identity labels that participants prescribed to, while 

simultaneously allowing for further exploration within the study as to what those sexual 

and/or gender identity labels actually mean to the individual participant. Also, Sexual 

Configurations Theory gave me, as the main research tool in this project, the permission 

to identify moments of queerness in the study and its analysis, without the term being 

originally ascribed. That is, this theory did not mandate the placement of this term onto 

teacher-participants who do not ascribe to this identity-label. However, Sexual 

Configuration Theory did provide the framework to empirically extrapolate the ways in 

which teacher-participants’ gender/sex and/or sexuality challenged heteronormative 

ideals; empirically moving the term “queer” from a potentially vague identity label to a 

way of describing how teacher-participants’ gender/sex and/or sexuality pushes against 

heteronormative presumptions.  

Sexual Status 

Sexual status can be viewed as the behaviors and/or activities that people engage 

in as sexual beings. For example, a self-identified male might have a sexual status of an 

MSM (man-seeking-man); an individual might have a sexual status of heterosexually 

active, as another example. Other individuals might consider themselves as single-

partnered, multi-partnered, asexual, abstinent, or “in the lifestyle” (van Anders, 2015, p. 

1178). 
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Sex and Gender 

Sex is defined as those things which are believed to be “biological, bodily, 

evolved, physical, and/or innate” (van Anders, 2015, p. 1181). These might relate to the 

presence or absence of reproductive organs, varying breasts or chest sizes, or body 

shapes. Gender is operationally defined as “aspects of masculinity, femininity, and 

gender-diversity that are situated as socialized, learned, and cultural” (van Anders, 2015, 

p. 1181). These aspects might include appearance, behavior, affect, and so forth. Both 

gender and sex may derive from a sense of or beliefs about the one’s self based on 

culture, structures, systems, roles, and so forth.  

Gender/Sex 

Gender/sex is an overarching term that can be employed which “reflects social 

locations or identities where gender and sex cannot be easily or at all disentangled” or 

“sourced specifically to sex or gender” (van Anders, 2015, p. 1181). Van Anders (2015) 

provides examples such as breast size, hip size, and testosterone levels as ways people 

have attempted to distinguish between two sexes (male/female). However, as van Anders 

(2015) notes, these things can change based on environmental stimuli (i.e., sexual arousal 

increases testosterone levels), age (i.e., body figures change as we age), or choice (i.e., 

people may choose to increase or decrease their chest size). Sexual Configurations 

Theory supports the idea of gender/sex because it takes into consideration the reality that 

sex and gender are not so easily separable or mutually exclusive. The idea of gender/sex 

also deviates from the erroneous thinking that all people experience sexuality in ways 

that “only implicate sex or collapse all aspects of gender/sex” (van Anders, 2015, p. 
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1193). There are individuals with sexual configurations that promote or prefer gender 

over sex; sex over gender; promote or prefer both relatively equally; or have no 

preference related to gender/sex at all. Further, gender/sex is culturally negotiated and 

agreed upon. That is, “...a person might have an internal sense of gender/sex that is not 

presented in some contexts…is not agreed upon by others...or is seen differently 

depending on context” (van Anders, 2015, p. 1201). Using the term gender/sex instead of 

gender or sex does not simply collapse these two terms so that qualitative differentiation 

becomes impossible or unfeasible. Moreover, it is an attempt to disentangle the overlap 

and differences between gender and sex in a way that honors those potential differences 

and similarities, while simultaneously allowing for that exploration within a qualitative 

study. It is for the reasons enumerated by van Anders (2015) that the term gender/sex will 

be widely used throughout the course of this research project. 

Sexual Minority 

A sexual minority is an often stigmatized and “marginalized sexual social location 

in a power hierarchy that can refer to individuals or groups” (van Anders, 2015, p. 1185). 

Individuals and groups are sexually minoritized by the sexual majority group. Also, they 

are minoritized in a relative position to sexual majority groups. Sexual Configurations 

Theory promotes looking at the unique sexual configurations of sexual minority 

individuals alongside configurations of sexual majority individuals. Exploring minority 

configurations while simultaneously exploring majority configurations is one way to 

explore sexual minority marginalization. Every sexual configuration is positioned and 

located “relative to others” (p. 1187). According to this theory, it is critical to understand 
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that all sexual configurations exist among others. Sexuality is specific yet configured 

within the same dialogical and contemporaneous spaces of others. Sexual Configurations 

Theory simultaneously views minority and majority sexualities as “interconnected, 

unique, and above all, positioned relative to each other” (p. 1187). An initial focus on 

sexual minorities as “other” against a “normative backdrop” (van Anders, 2015, p. 1187), 

followed by a juxtapositional focus on majority sexualities sheds light on how, exactly, 

“minorities are minoritized relative to majorities” (p. 1187). From there, the researcher 

might be able to explore, in greater detail, the differences between sexual minorities and 

majorities. All this proceeds while attending to two potentialities: 1.) these dynamics can 

change and 2.) there can be variations and commonalties within sexualities and among 

them. For, as van Anders (2015) states, “Minority sexualities are always minoritized 

within a culture. But cultures change” (p. 1205). Van Anders (2015) states, being 

identified as a sexual minority is a “human social decision-making endeavor” (p. 1187). 

This theory also helps researchers uncover how specific sexual configurations are 

“situated and localized”, while also discovering how diverse sexualities are situated in 

relation to each other. 

Sexual Diversity Perspective 

A sexual diversity perspective, according to van Anders (2015), views sexual 

configuration change as central, not “peripheral, irrelevant, or aberrant” (p. 1179), to the 

study of sexuality. In short, it is a broad and comprehensive “framework for meddling 

and conceptualizing diverse sexualities...and uses...a sexual diversity lens” (p. 1179). 
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Branched and Coincidence within Sexual Configurations 

There is a commonly held (mis)conception that sexuality is fixed over time and 

place. Because of this, there is a propensity to view “sexual” desires, activities, beliefs, 

and so forth, that seem to run counter to an individual’s “sexuality” as misaligned. 

Misalignment can be defined, but is not supported in Sexual Configurations Theory, as a 

“subjective decision placed upon some sexual configurations rather than a natural 

property of them” (van Anders, 2015, p. 1199). However, because Sexual Configurations 

Theory does not value or judge these deviations as problematic, the terms coincident and 

branched are used. Because alignment is an assumption of sexual configurations, many 

individuals may still wish to claim alignment within their sexual configurations due to 

stigma, cultural or religious values, or social justice. In other words, individuals are 

“socialized to want and value felt-alignment for their sexualities” (van Anders, 2015, p. 

1200). Sexual Configurations Theory does not ignore this potentiality. Instead, it employs 

the more neutral terms of branched and coincident to explore alignment (coincident) and 

misalignment (branched). 

Specifically, “orientations, identities, and statuses, as well as parameters, that are 

seen as homogenous are labeled co-incident, and those that are heterogenous are labeled 

branched” (Van Anders, 2015, p. 1200). Further, “sexualities that are branched in one 

time or place might be seen as co-incident in another'' (p. 1200). Exploring sexuality and 

gender/sex in one context or another as being branched or coincident is one way to move 

beyond the culturally charged language that often accompanies ideas of sexuality and 

gender/sex. These concepts are explored later in this chapter. 
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Why Sexual Configurations Theory? 

Exploring sexuality and gender/sex as having many configurations is to 

understand that an individual has many potential components or configurations that are 

neither fixed, permanent, or innate to the individual. Since sexuality and gender are 

socially situated, it changes across cultures, time, and place. The term configuration—

more than orientation or identity—suggests that sexuality and gender have multiple 

variations and arrangements with natural and changing movements. The term 

“configurations'' also suggests that these constructs are “dynamic, multifaceted, and 

value-neutral” (p. 1185). Sexual Configurations Theory frees the researcher and 

participants from seeing sexuality and gender/sex as fixed, stable, unifacted, or 

predeterminable. 

Sexual Configurations provides a way to “describe a delimited range of partnered 

sexualities” (van Anders, 2015, p. 1205). The ability to disentangle gender/sex from 

gender and sex and based on partner number sexuality from gender/sex sexuality helps 

make “sexual diversity empirically visible” (van Anders, 2015, p 1205). Further, Sexual 

Configurations Theory allows for researchers and participants to explore the myriad of 

ever-changing ways that sexual configurations are branched or coincident among these 

parameters. Van Anders promotes Sexual Configurations Theory as a generative theory 

that will hopefully “lay groundwork for identifying patterns [of human sexuality and 

gender/sex] not yet understood” (van Anders, 2015, p. 1205) for researchers, and 

“support [the discovery of] more liberatory self-knowledge” (p. 1206) for participants. 

Also, participants might begin to feel they have a place in “scholarship that ostensibly 
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aims to place everyone within a delimited frame” (van Anders, 2015, p. 1206) and have a 

voice in research in ways that do not perpetuate the continued marginalization of the 

marginalized. 

Van Ander’s theory also necessitates an analysis of experience by those who 

identify as a sexual or gender/sex minority, as well as an analysis of the experiences of 

those who do not have that identity. Van Anders argues that, because the experience of 

gender/sex and sexuality is so complex and dynamic, any analysis must include voices 

across a spectrum of sexual configurations in order to fully understand how and when an 

individual’s sexuality and/or gender/sex is considered minority and when it is not. Van 

Ander’s theory allows us to understand sexual and gender/sex minority status as not only 

related to others (e.g., whom, how many, or what one is sexually attracted), but also how 

an individual is related to the self. That is, for example, an individual’s gender/sex could 

be considered minority (e.g., butch female) while simultaneously be considered majority 

in sexual orientation (e.g., oriented to be sexually attracted to individuals whose 

gender/sex is male). Further, this person could be considered a minority based on the 

number of sexual partners, even though this individual is considered a majority since they 

are attracted to the “opposite” gender/sex. 

This dissertation supports the view of the asymmetrical and homophobic 

homosexual/heterosexual binary as put forth by Sedgwick (1990) and allows for the 

critical analysis of the ways in which participants might “rob” heterosexuality of its 

“claims to naturalness and originality” (Butler, 1990, 169) through “gay deployment of 

heterosexual constructs” (p. 169). Sedgwick’s (1990) view of this binary implicates 
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homosexuality as the subordinate, unequal, and unnatural sexuality that exists on the 

underbelly of the potentiality of the sexual-self and of society at large. Sedgwick teaches 

us that non-heteronormative gender/sex and sexualities asymmetrically and subordinately 

co-exist alongside oppressive heteronormative gender/sex and sexualities. Sexual 

Configurations Theory (van Anders, 2015) is a framework that makes the lived 

experiences of the subordination and marginalization of the gender/sex and/or sexuality 

of the queer or queerish elementary teacher empirically visible. Further, one’s sexual 

configuration is not placed upon them, but named as a part of the teacher-self, regardless 

of supposed scientifically-, philosophically-, or ontologically derived agency to do so.  

Butler (1990) might contend that the way to dismantle the trope of 

heteronormativity in our elementary schools is the advocacy for the queer body to agitate 

the very limits of heteronormativity, therefore expanding what is culturally identified as 

natural or normal in relation to gender/sex and sexuality. The ways that participants in 

this study go about dismantling heteronormativity in elementary school spaces is the 

critical exploration of this study. Butler (1990) understood that the proliferation of more 

diverse “cultural configurations of sex and gender might...then become articulable within 

the discourses that establish intelligible cultural life, confounding the very binarism of 

sex, and exposing its fundamental unnaturalness” (Butler, 1990, p. 203). Sexual 

Configurations Theory (van Anders, 2015) supported this current project by attending to 

and extrapolating what components of a participant’s sexual configuration are expressed 

as lived experiences falling outside a heterosexual matrix and how the participant goes 

about articulating these non-heteronormative components of their identity into discourses 
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of power, potentially in an effort to counter heteronormativity in elementary school 

spaces they occupy.  

Ideas of gender and sexuality as put forth by Butler and Sedgwick serve as 

theoretical foundations in understanding the intricate, highly volatile, yet hegemonically 

stable constructs of gender and sexuality. Sexual Configurations Theory (van Anders, 

2015) is the framework that this dissertation uses to make the self-identified gender/sex 

and sexuality empirically visible, trustworthy, and optimal transparency of the lived 

experiences of these eight teacher-participants. Furthermore, using Sexual Configurations 

Theory (van Anders, 2015) as the framework for exploring gender/sex and sexuality 

takes into consideration the importance and meaning of each construct as identified by 

the teacher-participants in the study. For some participants, their lived experiences as a 

gendered being was paramount to that of their self-identified sexuality. Conversely, some 

participants were more likely to attend to their sexuality more than gender/sex as a 

construct that deeply impacted their lived experiences as individuals and classroom 

teachers.  

Exploring teachers’ sexual or gender/sex identities as categories results in making 

the empirical realities of one’s existence as gendered/sexed and sexualized being 

invisible. Viewing gender/sex and sexuality through the lens of sexual configurations 

provide this research with the necessary understanding that teachers’ sexual 

configurations are fluid (i.e., adaptable, changeable), evolutionary (i.e., having the trait of 

slowly changing over time), revolutionary (i.e., marked by rapid changes), and interacting 

with the self in relation to others and environment. This is important to understand as we 
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begin thinking about the intersectionality of a teacher’s sexual configurations and their 

teacher identity, which is also constantly shifting and occurring in relation to the self, 

others, and environment. This next section briefly explores the construct of teacher 

identity and why understanding this is important when studying heteronormativity in 

elementary school spaces. 

Teacher Identity 

In 2009, Beauchamp and Thomas did an extensive review on teacher identity 

literature and provided the starting point for a discussion of this concept. First, these 

authors believed that identity is the “self” within a context. That is, “identity formation 

for teachers involves an understanding of the self and a notion of that self within a 

context, such as a classroom or a school, necessitating an examination of the self in 

relation to others” (p. 178). A teacher’s experiences and explorations of their own teacher 

identity potentially lead to an increased feeling of agency and disposition to progress 

ideas, achieve goals, and revolutionize the very context of teaching itself (Beauchamp & 

Thomas, 2009). Zembylas (2003) discussed teacher identity as being influenced by a 

continuum of factors which fall between a need for individuality and a need to connect 

with others in social contexts. Like Beauchamp and Thomas (2009), Zembylas also 

discussed teacher identity as developed through discourse, interactions, and how one 

wishes to present the self to others.  

According to Zembylas (2003), teacher identity is an issue of being constituted 

(being a part of a whole) rather than an issue of ontology (the fundamental belief that we 

can know what the thing of identity is). This shift in ideology challenges the assumption 
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that there is a singular or stable teacher identity. Emotions, regulated by socializing and 

learning, are at the heart of identity formation and reformation according to Zembylas 

(2003). Emotion is impacted by what we feel we should do (based on our beliefs about 

the world), what we are legally obligated to do, what we think others think we should do 

(social), and what we, ourselves, believe is the best thing to do. Emotions are 

“embodied,” and “performative” (Zembylas, 2003, p. 111) and are showcased in our 

speech acts, “rituals, rules, habits, and ceremonies” (p. 119).  

Any experiences that we share about our identities (e.g., teacher, gender, 

sexuality, etc.) in elementary school spaces were manipulated and formed under the 

jurisdiction of a predetermined power structure and within a web of discourse (Foucault, 

1980). We may very well be who we say we are; but we did not predetermine this. To 

take greater control of our identities and constitutions, we may have entered a 

relationship in which we fought against power, yet power manipulated us further. Our 

characteristics and self-professed identities are “the product of a relation of power 

exercised over bodies, multiplicities, movements, desires, forces” (Foucault, 1980, p. 74). 

In other words, teachers should examine who they say they are as gendered, sexed, and 

sexual beings and as teachers (both ebb and flow, yet are present concurrently), the 

origination points of those experiences, and the impact those have on performances or 

expressions of gender/sex and/or sexuality in elementary school spaces. 
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Coming Out (Of the Closet) 

According to Chauncey (1994), it is a common misconception that “before 

Stonewall...gay people lived in a closet that kept them isolated, invisible, and vulnerable 

to anti-gay ideology” (p. 14). However, the construct of the closet as a metaphor for 

keeping one’s deviant sexual identity a secret did not appear in “novels, diaries, or 

letters” by gay men or lesbians before the 1960s. The metaphors of wearing masks, living 

a double life, having one’s hair up or letting one’s hair down, and the “gay world” (p. 14) 

were much more common and distinctly different than the way we use the term closet 

today.  

The term “coming out,” like much of campy gay terminology, was an arch play 

on the language of women’s culture– in this case, the expression used to refer to the ritual 

of a debutante’s being formally introduced to, or “coming out” into, the society of her 

cultural peers (Chauncey, 1994). A gay man’s coming out originally referred to his being 

formally presented to the largest collective manifestation of pre-war gay society, the 

enormous drag balls that were patterned on the debutante and masquerade balls of the 

dominant culture and were regularly held in New York, Chicago, New Orleans, 

Baltimore, and other cities (p. 14). 

We view the closet as a construct that queer people use to keep safe from either 

potential, actual, or fantastical (or somewhere indiscernible among or in between) hostile 

mainstream “other.” Mayo (2004) states the closet is the formation site of “the tension 

between visibility and invisibility, ignorance and knowledge, and childhood and 

sexuality” (p. 108). There is a double power effect that occurs because of the closet. First, 
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the closet acknowledges the presence of a sexually deviant “other.” In some ways, the 

construct of the closet allows queer people to engage in fueled performances of 

gender/sex and sexual deviancy to resist heteronormativities. Secondly, and as a reaction 

to the former, it perpetuates the “performance of increasingly visible allegiances to 

heterosexuality” (p. 108). The Religious Right, as an example, view gays as “privileged 

white people '' and a “distinct, but increasingly powerful minority...that they prefer to stay 

private and in the closet” (Mayo, 2004, p. 107). Foucault (1980) writes that sex is “akin 

to a secret whose discovery is imperative, a thing abusively reduced to silence, and at the 

same time difficult and necessary, dangerous and precious to divulge” (p. 35). According 

to Foucault (1980), insisting that sex is kept a secret and in the closet, while at the same 

time is investigated, unearthed, medically examined, pathologized, normalized, and so 

forth, is a major preoccupation of our time. 

The closet continues to be a site of liberation and a site of containment for queer 

individuals. For many, the idea of the closet is an integral component of their queer 

identities. This inquiry will attend to the teacher experiences that relate to ideas of 

concealing or expressing acts that indicate, imply, or directly state, a queer sexuality or 

gender/sex in the elementary school environment. If the act of “coming out” is the 

attempt to reveal one’s gender/sex and/or sexuality—and one’s gender/sex and/or 

sexuality is more of a fluid configuration than a static identity—then we can explore and 

understand “coming out”, not as a solitary statement around one static construct 

(gender/sex or sexual identity), but as a host of potential performances that indicate any 

number of variables found within one’s sexual and gender/sex configurations.  
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Coming Out Differently 

According to Martos, Nezhad, and Meyer (2015), little is known regarding the 

differences and similarities in identity development patterns among lesbians, gays, and 

bisexuals (LGB). Therefore, these researchers sought to “explore coming out milestones 

as they are experienced by different age, gender, and racial LGB subpopulations” (p. 24). 

These milestones are related to the age of same-sex attractions, same-sex intimate 

relations, and self-identification of being gay, lesbian, or bisexual.  

On average, women self-identified as nonheterosexual at 17.6 years of age and 

men self-identified as nonheterosexual three years earlier, on average, at 14.8 years of 

age (Martos, Nezhad, and Meyer, 2015). These nonheterosexual men also experienced a 

same-sex relationship 1.4 years earlier than nonheterosexual women (17.7 years old, 19.1 

years old, respectively). Younger LGBs in the study engaged in same-sex intimate 

relations and self-identified as a sexual minority at younger ages than older LGBs. Black 

and latinx participants disclosed their sexual minority status to heterosexual friends less 

than White participants. Also, the time between first feeling a same-sex attraction and 

identifying as a sexual minority was significantly different for gays (4 years), lesbians (6 

years), and bisexuals (6.5 years).  

After self-identifying as a sexual minority, it took gay men 6 years to disclose 

their sexual identity to family members, 4.4 years to do so to another LGB individual, 

and 5.7 years to disclose identity to a heterosexual friend (Martos, Nezhad, and Meyer, 

2015). On the other hand, it took lesbians 4 years, 2.5 years, and 3.3 years (respectively) 

to disclose same-sex minority status to the same groups of people. However, the 

difference in years until gay and lesbians disclosed their identity to another LGB was 



Texas Tech University, David L. Goss, May 2021 

42 

 

found to be insignificant. The authors concluded that gay and bisexual men “experienced 

most sexual identity milestones earlier than women, but they tended to take more time 

between milestones” (p. 30). This points us toward the idea that queer individuals 

experience and share their sexual identities in similar yet varying ways. Sexual 

Configurations Theory (van Anders, 2015) allows this research to be open to the 

possibility of differences among diversely gendered/sexed and/or sexualized teachers and 

coming out milestones in the context of the elementary school without necessarily 

expecting to replicate them in categorically restrictive ways. 

Any research on anti-heteronormativity predicated upon pre-established criterion 

on who can be identified as belonging to any number of queer identity groups (e.g., gay, 

lesbian, bisexual transgender, etc.) essentially collapses the variations among and within 

those groups. The simple identification of an individual as belonging to any of the queer 

groups willfully promotes the study of queer phenomena solely within the jurisdiction of 

heteronormativity. Further, it does not attend to the potential power dynamics that lead 

people to accept queer identities; the ways in which identities form around 

heteronormative constructs, or the intersectionality of gender/sex, and sexuality. Sexual 

Configurations Theory (van Anders, 2015) takes the exploration of potential variations 

among queer individuals and coming out milestones deeper by allowing us to attend to 

the intersectionality and fluidity of an individual’s gender/sex and sexuality. 

The findings also led the researchers (Martos, Nehzad, & Meyer, 2015) to suggest 

that “parents view and respond to gender atypicality more negatively for boys than for 

girls, which could lead boys to process feelings of difference at an earlier age” (p. 30). It 
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could also be theorized that women experience fewer risks as it relates to being perceived 

as a sexual minority as they are allowed a “broader range of socially acceptable gender 

and sexual expressions than men” (Martos, Nezhad, & Meyer, 2015, p. 31). Arguably, 

queer elementary teachers will express their sexual configurations in the elementary 

school environment differently based on gender and may view issues of heterosexuality 

and heteronormativity in different ways. Sexual Configurations Theory (van Anders, 

2015) will provide an empirical visible approach to study the potential variance in 

coming out milestones (Martos, Nehzad, & Meyer, 2015) among queer elementary 

teachers.  

Forced Coming Out (Sexualization) 

It is commonly assumed that queer individuals have extensive, if not entire, 

control over the disclosure of their gender/sex and/or sexuality. However, the lived 

experiences of queer individuals indicate this is not the case. Research has corroborated 

the lived reality that queer individuals are not exclusively and always in control of how, 

when, or which parts of their queer identities are shared with others. 

Van Laer (2018) studied how co-workers are intimately involved in the 

production of an employee’s sexuality in Belgium. The author concluded that an 

employee’s sexuality is produced through “attribution, evocation, and circulation, which 

involve sexualizing practices through which co-workers directly contribute to ensuring 

that employees become sexually intelligible” (p. 229). In other words, co-workers very 

much desired to sexualize (or make “sexually intelligible”) co-workers, queer or 

otherwise. The three different relation types are themes found throughout the participant 
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interviews and are briefly described. Relation of attributes “involves a process of 

power...in which individuals become discursively inscribed with a particular sexuality 

and made sexually intelligible by their co-workers” (p. 248). Attribution involves 

discourses in which co-workers attempt to ascribe sexuality to queer employees when 

their sexuality is not known or disclosed. In this study, employees were attributed with 

both queer and nonqueer identities. That is, an employee might be ascribed as 

homosexual if co-workers had hints of their queer identity. Conversely, co-workers may 

ascribe a heterosexual identity to the employee. In relations of evocation, co-workers are 

not merely engaged in discussion or discourse, but are, moreover, the “authority” that 

provokes the sexual minority to “make a sexual confession, put their sexual selves into 

discourse and confirm or deny potential attributions” (p. 249). Evocation involved co-

workers attempting to evoke the sexuality of the queer employee directly or indirectly. 

The “circulation of sexuality” occurs through discourse that is “reproduced by others and 

consumed by an ever-broader group of co-workers'' (p. 249). During this process, 

“individuals become ever more strongly tied to a clear sexual identity, thereby further 

contributing to making individuals sexually intelligible” (both p. 249). Within all these 

relations, the queer employee has discursive choices to make as well. This, however, does 

not imply that the queer employee has full control over their own disclosure. According 

to Van Laer (2018), much research on sexual identity disclosure in the workplace 

implicitly assumes that queer individuals have complete control over sexual identity 

formation. When, especially according to this research, disclosure is driven much by the 

discourse and relationships one has with other individuals. At times, disclosure becomes 
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an “unmanageable and unmanaged process” (Van Laer, 2018, p. 230). The production or 

performance of a sexuality is often evoked by the people around us in their insatiable 

desire to sexualize, or con(sex)ualize (i.e., understand one’s sexuality in any given 

context), the individual. Conclusively, Van Laer (2018) states “the only way for 

individuals to really determine [the outcome of] their sexual identity management” (p. 

249) is by engaging in proactive measures that work toward performing a sexualized self.  

Co-workers very much desire to sexualize others (Van Laer, 2018). Queer 

individuals may wish to be asexual educators, but it is quite possible that the little co-

workers (i.e., students) in classrooms, and the adults around elementary school spaces, 

have other intentions. In light of hegemonic heteronormativity and general expectations 

of masculinity, the request for a gay male teacher to perform his gay sexuality would be a 

more costly request and the performance would be a more forceful and deviant push 

against heteronormativity than the same request for a lesbian teacher. Requests for gay 

male teachers to perform their sexuality (once again, probably less intrusively and more 

innocently in elementary school spaces) may be different in their conception, delivery, 

and reception than the requests made for lesbian teachers. These findings indicate that 

queer teachers are asked in some ways (maybe less intrusively, more innocently) to 

perform their sexuality in the school setting in different ways based on perceived gender. 

Extracting from Van Laer’s (2018), I am interested in how these ideas of relations 

and disclosure might impact teacher participants with heteronormatively divergent 

gender/sex and/or sexual configurations in ways that do not impact the more 

heteronormal teacher participants. This is primarily because teachers might face a 
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multitude of relationally unique employees. What I mean is that there are, of course, 

other teachers, administrators, and the like, whom teachers work with daily. These are the 

people we traditionally consider “co-workers.” At the same time, teachers deal with a 

pool of quasi-co-workers. These quasi-co-workers (i.e., students) frequently bring into 

the elementary school space unquestioned heteronormative beliefs and biases that thrive 

at home. They also bring with them, especially in the upper elementary grades—as we 

learned from Sears (1999)—issues directly related to the development of (deviant) sexual 

identities. Students also supply teachers with an extension of a real and imagined 

audience (i.e., their families/parents) that can have a direct impact on their performances 

in, and thus our control of, the classroom (e.g., McNinch, 2007). 

A teacher’s sexual and/or gender/sex configuration unfolds purposefully and 

reactively because of the presence of these quasi-co-workers (i.e., students) and the real 

and imagined audiences they bring with them (i.e., families/parents/guardians) in a 

multitude of ways. Teachers may feel that, like co-workers, students and their families 

work to make their (teacher)selves sexually intelligible. Subsequently, a queer teacher’s 

identity may be the focus of student and school community discourse through, for 

example, attribution, evocation, and circulation. This begs the question: Is the process of 

sexual and/or gender/sex identity management unmanageable by the queer elementary 

teacher? Forced sexual or gender/sex intelligibility explored through the lens of Sexual 

Configurations (van Anders, 2015) will allow for deeper inquiry into the experiences of 

elementary teachers and how specific components of their sexual configurations are 

circulated or evoked in elementary school spaces.  
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Performance of the Queer Other 

Queer individuals are often called upon by others to demonstrate, share, or show 

their queer gender/sex and/or sexuality. Research has shown that these requests or 

demands for the queer other to show themselves occur in a variety of different ways. 

Research has also shown that queer individuals might be asked or demanded to reveal 

their queerness in different ways or for dissimilar reasons based on the queer individual’s 

gender/sex and/or sexuality. This means that queer elementary educators might be asked 

or forced to perform their queer identities in different ways based on their gender/sex 

and/or sexuality.  

After their qualitative and quantitative analyses of 84 cisgender individuals who 

identified as bisexual, gay/lesbian, questioning, queer, or “other”, Boyer and Galupo 

(2015) conclude there is evidence that gays and lesbians are expected to validate and 

authenticate their sexual identity through requests to publicly engage in same-sex sexual 

performances. And that there are potentially “distinct patterns” in “differences in sexual 

performative experiences” (Boyer & Galupo, 2015, p. 360) between gay men and lesbian 

women.  

Women, who refused to engage in requested same-sex performances, did so for a 

multitude of reasons. Reasons include the fact that they found the requests to be 

disrespectful, did not want to be “put on display” (Boyer & Galupo, 2015, p. 364), did 

not want to act out their sexual identities for “strange men” (p. 364), did not want to put 

their partner in an uncompromising or uncomfortable position, and also found some 

requests to be inauthentic and nearly a way to mock a same-sex relationship. It is 
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important to note that one bisexual woman revealed acting upon these types of requests 

“opened me up to realizing I was interested in females” (p. 364). This participant’s 

position is supported by Mayo (2004) when she states that, yes, “identity structures 

experience,” but also, “experience alters identity” (p. 25) and goes against the 

preformulated hypothesis from Martos, Nezhad, & Meyer (2015) that self-identification 

of being a sexual minority precedes same-sex intimacy.  

Gay men, on the other hand, were asked to perform homosexually mainly within 

the context of a game (e.g., truth or dare). One gay male was asked to perform in this way 

because he was “cute, essentially reducing [him] to an object to engage in this behaviour” 

(Boyer & Galupo, 2015, p. 364). The authors concluded that these requests essentially 

tokenized the male sexual minority and worked to invalidate their “relationships and 

experiences” (p. 364). Also, gay men received fewer requests to engage in same-sex 

sexual performances than lesbians. The authors attribute this largely to compulsory 

heterosexuality, which mandates that men seek women as sexual partners. At the same 

time, the eroticization of lesbian acts by some straight men (male gaze) reduces the 

lesbian performances as, quite literally, performances just for the sake of an erotic show. 

In a way, this makes lesbian same-sex performances appropriate for the heteronormative 

audienceーand in no real way indicative of a women’s minority sexual identity—and gay 

same-sex performances less so, and in a real way an indication of man’s sexual minority 

identity. These experiences compile and inevitably enlighten their own memories and 

experiences associated with being a queer and gendered person across time and context. 

This potential reality shows us that queer male and queer female elementary teachers 
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might have different experiences as it relates to the expression of their gender/sex and/or 

sexuality in the elementary school. 

Perceptions of the Queer Other 

A line of research exists in the area of perceptions of homosexuality, specifically 

as they relate to both the gender of the perceived homosexual and the gender of the one 

perceiving. Research has indicated, for example, that heterosexual men feel more 

threatened, and may act accordingly, around homosexual males than they do around 

homosexual females (Davies, 2004; Monto & Supinski, 2014). Other research has found 

that self-identified heterosexual men are significantly more prejudice against same-sex 

parents and parenting than heterosexual women (Webb, Chonody, & Kavanagh, 2018). 

This current research will further analyze whether heteronormative rules are different for 

queer educators– or at least whether they share different experiences about these rules–

based on gender. 

Davies (2004) stated that, “Traditional gender belief systems encourage men to 

be...particularly more negative toward gay men...than [lesbian] women” (p. 259). Davies’ 

(2004) questionnaire-based research involved 472 mostly white undergraduate students at 

a university in England. Davies found that hegemonic heteronormativity drives how men 

should behave and respond to the non-heteronormative behaviors of other men. Monto 

and Supinski (2014) explored the construct of homonegativity (i.e., negative affective 

reactions of individuals against perceived homosexual behaviors). Through the 

Homonegativity as Discomfort Scale (HADS), scenarios– in which the focus was either 

gay men or lesbians engaging in a variety of same-sex interactions– were shared with 
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mostly self-reported heterosexual (97%) undergraduate research participants. Examples 

in scenarios include a man or woman nibbling on a person’s ear of the same sex, two men 

holding hands, two women kissing at a bar, and so forth. Through quantitative analyses, 

men were more homonegative toward gay males than were female respondents. Monto 

and Supinski (2014) concluded that self-identified heterosexual male participants had “far 

greater comfort with the prospect of observing women ‘making out’ (p. 911, Monto & 

Supinski, 2014) than two men making out. To exemplify this, one scenario states: 

You are riding a city bus one evening on the way to meet a friend. You are the 

only passenger on the bus until two women/men board and sit two rows in front 

of you. A few minutes later they kiss affectionately. How does this make you 

feel? (p. 905).  

The mean response for male participants was 3.89 (1 being very comfortable; 5 

being very uncomfortable) if the scenario involved gay men. However, the mean dropped 

to 2.92 if the scenario involved two females. The authors concluded that “Male 

respondents expressed much more homonegativity toward gay men than toward lesbians” 

(Monto & Supinski, 2014, p. 912). Research, such as this, continues to suggest that gay 

men, lesbians, and potentially others with queer identities (bisexual, transgender, etc.) are 

perceived differently through the lens of hegemonic heteronormative society. The current 

research inquiry explores the impact of this type of pulsating heteronormativity on queer 

and non-queer teachers within the space and context of the elementary school 

environment. Further, moving away from categorical identities (e.g., gay, lesbian, etc.) 

toward sexual configurations—via van Anders (2015) SCT—will allow for more in-depth 
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exploration as to how various configurations might be perceived by teacher-participants 

as being accepting (or rejected) by varying degrees in elementary school spaces.  

It is the implicit (or in the case of a request, explicit) expectation that 

homosexuals are, first and foremost, sexual (Boyer & Galupo, 2015). This is corroborated 

by the preservice teachers in a study by Vavrus (2009) who had only heard of 

homosexuality during their years in compulsory education within the context of a 

Sexually Transmitted Disease (i.e., HIV), which directly links the homosexual to 

sexuality. So, heteronormative internal dialogue makes one reflect and finally declare, 

“After all, sexuality is exactly and only what makes them homosexual!” To a certain 

extent, the sexual minority is asked to show authentication (or might seek to show 

authenticism) by their engagement and performances of intimate, same-sex sexual 

behaviors. In Boyer and Galupo’s (2015) words, “individuals who identify as non-

heterosexual are held to expectations that they must be sexually engaged with same-sex 

partners...in order to justify their self-identification as gay or lesbian” (p. 358). 

It seems an improbable goal for the queer teacher to remain in any sort of queer 

closet in the context of the elementary school because of the heteronormative forces that 

seek to heteronormatively sexualize and mark the gender of all people. Forcible removal 

from queer closets is likely to be the expressed realities for the elementary teacher-

participants in this study.  

To summarize, sometimes queer individuals are forced out of the queer closet by 

individuals around them who wish to make their gender/sex and/or sexuality intelligible 

(Van Laer, 2018). Sometimes others might force individuals to make their gender/sex 
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and/or sexuality visible based on the gender/sex and sexuality that culture has likely 

ascribed to them (e.g., gay or lesbian; Boyer & Galupo, 2015). Finally, when studying the 

experiences of queer teachers in elementary school spaces, it is important to consider that 

queer individuals might be responded to or perceived differently based on their own 

gender/sex and sexuality and the gender/sex and sexuality of the one perceiving (Davies, 

2004; Monto & Supinski, 2014). 

Coming Out in School Spaces 

McNinch (2007) claims that “making the personal public” (p. 201) for 

homosexual educators is a bit more like walking a tightrope than it is for heterosexuals. 

Teaching is an act of intellectual exposure. Most of us tend to be rather careful with what 

and how we go about exposing ourselves. To control the experience of the classroom, the 

delivery of instruction, and even the students themselves, we go about this intellectual 

exposure in ways that stem from our understanding of “masculinity and heterosexuality” 

(p. 205). So, denying one’s queerness, and the actual agency one has to make this 

decision, to some degree involves “seduction and power in the teacher/student 

relationship” (p. 205). McNinch (2007) believes that clear disclosure of sexual or 

gender/sex queerness becomes an issue that confronts our ability to maintain control of 

the very self-centered act of teaching. A gay male teacher who chooses to place a picture 

of him and his partner his desk, for the world to see (or so it feels like) is performing a 

much more culturally deviant anti-heteronormative performative act than the 

heterosexual male teacher who places a picture of him and his female partner within that 

same space.  
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Endo, Reece-Miller, and Santavicca (2010) inquired into the experiences and 

identities of “queer teachers.” Of their six participants, only one was an elementary 

educator. This, once again, highlights the need for more research in this area with a 

specific focus on the elementary school experience. None of their participants disclosed 

sexuality to their students through a speech act something along the lines of “I am gay/I 

am a lesbian,” though this does not speak to other acts or behaviors that might fall within 

the bounds of perceived “gay aesthetics”, or performances we engage in that might 

indicate queerness, whether they do or not (Bridges, 2014). Covert socio-political forces 

(i.e., don’t ask don’t tell), heteronormative gender behaviors, images of “the good 

teacher,” and fear of parental retaliation were the identified barriers to the act of stating “I 

am gay” for educators in this study. The current inquiry has the potential to bolster these 

identified barriers, as well as document others that have yet to be identified that are 

potentially unique to elementary-level educators. 

Endo, Reece-Miller, and Santavicca (2010) found that many gay and lesbian 

teachers went about the work of “concealing their gay identity as opposed to constructing 

a gay teacher identity, in order to protect their profession and maintain the teacher aspect 

of their identity” (p. 1027). Though many of the teachers in their inquiry viewed gay as 

their “core identity” (Gee, 2001), they did not believe it to be their only identity. Teachers 

may act in ways that disclose parts of their sexual configurations that seem queer, but do 

not overtly claim a sexual identity of gay, lesbian, and so forth. King (2004), when 

specifically discussing gay men as teachers of young children, rather confidently 

concludes that gay men “have made a very bad bargain” because we have “tacitly” 
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agreed to keep our homosexuality a secret by “keeping ourselves in the closet” (p. 126). 

By not engaging in the sexual aesthetics of being gay, children would not “imprint on our 

‘deviant sexualities’” (p. 126). 

Depalma and Atkinson (2010) take this open secret, “knowledge in some sense 

known but not circulated, an active ignorance” (Mayo, 2004, p. 108), this closeted 

silence, a step further. They claim that not only do queer educators oftentimes not come 

out but conceal their queer identity markers in a “carefully constructed system of 

strategic silences, half-truths, and direct lies” (p. 1671). Queer teachers might use non-

gender specific pronouns when talking about romantic relationships. They might even 

talk about same-sexed significant other as being of the opposite sex. So, dodging 

disclosure ranges from strategic silence to outright lies. The closet causes an apparent 

absence in the reality of the existence of the “Other” (p. 1671). This absence works as a 

type of “self-fulfilling prophecy” (p. 1671). There are presumptions of the non-existence 

of queer people that are perpetuated by hegemonic social processes. This, in turn, leads to 

further “marginalization by forcing them into the very self-regulating invisibility that is 

read as absence” (p. 1671). The unintended impact of this, according to Depalma and 

Atkinson (2010), is that it leads to difficulties in challenging the perceptions and 

assumptions (irrespective of one’s queer gender/sex or sexuality) of the supposed absence 

of the “Other.” Using Sexual Configurations Theory (van Anders, 2015) to explore the 

idea of queer sexuality or gender/sex disclosures by elementary school teachers is a way 

to tease out the variations of disclosure as it relates to an individual’s sexual 

configurations. At the same time, it does not presume acts of coming out, exposing parts 
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of one’s sexual configurations, or concealing them as necessarily deceitful or inauthentic. 

It is a way to move away from the idea of misalignment (a construct that is inherently 

negative) toward a more objective understanding of “coming out” as branched or 

coincident as it is positioned within one’s sexual configurations (van Anders, 2015) in the 

context of the elementary school. 

Confronting Queer Issues in School Spaces 

Kolbert et al. (2015) studied teacher perceptions of bullying toward LGBTQ 

students in secondary schools (grades 8-12) in Pennsylvania. Of the 200 participants, 14 

self-identified as something other than “straight” (e.g., gay, lesbian, bisexual). Teachers 

who identified as non-heterosexual were significantly less likely to report that students’ 

diverse gender expression, sexuality, and sexual identity were supported in their schools. 

Queer teachers in this study were also less likely to indicate that peers were supportive of 

these constructs for all children as well. Kolbert et al. (2015) conclude that “those 

teachers who are most aware of the experiences of LGBTQ students, based upon their 

own adolescent experiences (e.g., lesbian, gay, or bisexual teachers), perceive the school 

environment as significantly less supportive than teachers who may be less aware” 

(Kolbert et al, p. 256). 

Greytak, Kosciw, Villenas, and Giga (2016) analyzed national survey data of 

more than 1,300 secondary school teachers around LGBTQ issues in secondary school 

spaces (grades 8-12). What they found sheds light on the critical implications of this 

current study that focuses on elementary school spaces. In their analyses, Greytak et al. 

(2016) found that nearly one out of every three (33%) secondary teachers in this study 
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felt “very uncomfortable” or “somewhat uncomfortable” enacting an LGBT-Inclusive 

curriculum. Slightly more than 15% of the teacher respondents felt “very uncomfortable” 

or “somewhat uncomfortable” responding to LGBT-related questions when they were 

directly approached. The rest of the respondents were either unsure of their comfort level, 

“very comfortable”, or “somewhat comfortable” with answering questions related to 

LGBTQ issues. Keytak et al. (2016) conclude that teachers in general within this study 

were more comfortable engaging in less formal LGBT-supportive practices (e.g., 

answering questions, informally or privately supporting an LGBT student). Whereas, 

teachers became increasingly uncomfortable with LGBT-supportive practices as the 

methods became more formal and visible within the school community (e.g., serving on 

the GSA or enacting an LGBT-inclusive curriculum). Only half of all teachers in this 

study engaged in some form of LGBT-supportive practices (e.g., discussing LGBTQ 

issues with students, supporting students 1:1, integrating topics into the curriculum, 

displaying signs of support, conducting or advocating for formal staff professional 

development, advocating inclusive practices/policies, serving on a GSA, “other efforts”). 

And again, the level of teacher involvement in each of these systematically decreased as 

the level of formality or “exposure” of the advocacy increased. It is also of interest to 

note, teachers who were comfortable serving and supporting LGBT-inclusive practices 

were significantly more comfortable engaging in the less formal/fewer exposing ways. 

For example, if a teacher served on a GSA, they were significantly more likely to be 

comfortable talking with students about LGBT issues in groups or 1:1 settings. Three-

quarters of all teachers reported that “external pressures, internal beliefs, or logistic 



Texas Tech University, David L. Goss, May 2021 

57 

 

concerns” (Greytak et al., 2016, p. 67) were barriers to engaging in LGBT-supportive 

efforts.  

A meager 3.8% of LGBT-identifying teachers indicated that engaging in LGBT-

supporting practices was “not necessary” or “inappropriate” within the secondary school 

environment (Greytak et al., 2016). This contrasts with one out of four (25%) non-LGBT-

identifying teachers who believed this to be “not necessary” or “inappropriate”. LGBT 

teachers were also more likely than their straight counterparts to report they believed that 

an “unsupportive administration” (21.5% vs. 10.5%), potential jeopardizing of 

employment (11.1% vs. 7.4%), “parent/community backlash” (32.3% vs. 20.2%) or a 

lack of teacher “autonomy” (36.9% vs. 14.4%) were barriers to supporting LGBTQ 

supporting practices in secondary school spaces. Using the elementary school setting as a 

constant backdrop, a curiosity in this qualitative study is whether queer teacher 

participants also disclose employment security, adverse reactions from parents, families, 

or a broader school community, lack of support from school administration, and lose of 

teacher autonomy as reasons to maintain a closeted status as a queer individual.  

Preston (2016) interviewed fifteen middle and high school sexuality education 

teachers across six different states within the USA. The participants included 12 self-

identified heterosexual teachers and three self-identified non-heterosexual teachers. 

Dominant discourses were perpetuated and reproduced by these sexuality education 

teachers. This promoted “queer invisibility” and perpetuated queer as deviant within the 

spaces these sexuality educators worked (Preston, 2016, p. 27). Generally, these teachers 

promoted “heteronormative and essentializing” (Preston, 2106, p. 27) sexuality among 



Texas Tech University, David L. Goss, May 2021 

58 

 

students. In fact, most sexuality education teacher participants tended to perpetuate the 

binary gendering of male/female and directly link it to unique ways of thinking about sex 

and sexuality. Eleven of the 15 participants believed that gender did not matter as it 

related to teaching sexuality education. Most participants did not view “gender as an 

analytical lens to explore power and interactions around sexuality” (p. 28). Instead, most 

of the participants used the terms gender and sex interchangeably. Using Sexual 

Configurations Theory, this qualitative case study will attempt to reveal the complexities, 

differences, and current contradictions that participants share as they relate to the 

constructs of gender/sex and sexuality.  

Another interesting finding from Preston’s (2016) study is that many participants 

promoted the heteronormative idea that van Anders (2015) calls “female nonerrotic 

normativity” (p. 1186). This is a sub-type of heteronormativity that perpetuates the idea 

that females seek nurturant sexual relations over erotic ones. This is contrasting to male-

erotic normativity which dictates males should prefer erotic sexual relations over 

nurturant ones. Female nonerrotic normativity might also catalyze and canonize the idea 

that females, more than males, must be the responsible participants in heterosexual 

activity between men and women. In Preston’s (2016) study, many participants supported 

the presumption that women were the gatekeepers of men’s heterosexual desires. That is, 

women were responsible for thwarting the sexual actions of men. Women were viewed 

as, first heterosexual (possibly hetero-nurturant), and more responsible for gatekeeping 

the male’s natural tendency to be more sexual (i.e., male erotic normativity). 
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The heteronormative idea that males—more so than females—tend to function as 

erotic individuals in relation with others has potential implications in the context of the 

elementary school. This heteronormative assumption of male-eroticism might even be 

exacerbated when considering queer sexual attractions of the male elementary teacher. 

Awareness of this heteronormative presumption that male teachers—and especially those 

who might identify as having a queer sexuality—are hyper-erotic (i.e., sexual) even in the 

context of the elementary school may alter what is viewed as acceptable student-teacher 

interactions. That is, female elementary educators, vis-à-vis the heteronormative 

assumption that females are non-erotic and nurturant, might be granted more rights in 

terms of the intimate connections they are afforded to their students, up to and including 

nurturing physical embrace or non-sexual touch. 

Twelve of the teachers in the same study believed that comments or jokes made 

about queer individuals did not really equate to bullying (Preston, 2016). The teachers 

also promoted discourses that silenced students from speaking about non-

heteronormative curiosities or configurations. Queer students who were able to mask 

their reaction toward bullies were praised for their ability to hide their reactions or non-

heteronormative performances. Queer students who were more reactive to the bullying 

were often blamed for the continuation of the bullying behaviors. Terms such as 

“alternative lifestyle” were used by participants. These types of terms further reify that 

being queer in secondary school spaces is “alternative” to the heteronormative, 

conventional, expected, or assumed sexuality that people possess. This current 

investigation explores whether the participants in this study had similar experiences in the 
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context of the elementary school. Did they use the language of heteronormativity to 

describe themselves or their life experience? Why or why not? 

This dissertation seeks to deeply understand the complex experiences of 

elementary teachers around heteronormativity in the elementary school and classroom. 

This chapter highlighted research around teacher sexuality and gender/sex identity that 

will be important to better understand what it means to be an elementary teacher and a 

gendered/sexed and sexualized being simultaneously. It also explored ideas of coming 

out and forced sexualization that will provide a foundation for exploring elementary 

teachers and how they navigate the expressions of diverse and unique gender/sex and/or 

sexuality in elementary school spaces. As van Anders (2015) suggests, sexual identity, 

experience, and naming are all played out in very complex and dynamic ways, and this 

dissertation explores and gives voice to these complexities within the experience of 

teaching in elementary school.  
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CHAPTER 3 

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

Elementary school is often labeled as a place of protected innocence for our youngest 

children. Knowing that individuals become gendered and sexual beings in early 

childhood does nothing to mitigate this reality. This very disjuncture opens the space 

necessary for heteronormativity to monopolize the genderization and sexualization of 

elementary school teachers and children. This current project is a qualitative case study of 

eight elementary school teachers and how they navigate heteronormativity in their 

schools. Further, this study explores how– and to what varying degrees– these teachers 

go about countering heteronormativity in their elementary schools considering their own 

not-queer, queerish, or queer sexual configurations (van Anders, 2015). Beyond making 

this work more empirically visible through the framework of Sexual Configurations 

Theory and specifically exploring elementary schools as the site under investigation, this 

work is additionally unique in that it exclusively attends to the experiences of teachers. 

Teacher, in this context, is not a term that is universally applied to all adults working with 

children in elementary schools. This term is used to identify those adults who maintain an 

especially intimate relationship with students; the classroom teacher.  

The purpose of this qualitative study is to collect and analyze authentic and robust 

shared experiences– as told through semi-structured and informal interviews– of eight 

elementary school teachers’ genders/sexes, and sexualities; and how those interact with 

their teacher identities, which ultimately informs teacher-mediated or forced decisions 
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around queer identity disclosure in elementary school spaces in one midsize urban district 

in the Midwestern United States.  

This is a case study because it explored a system bound by time and location. 

First, the teacher-participant must have been working for the district during the interview 

portion of the research process. This excluded former (e.g., retired) or future (e.g., 

university students) teachers. Bounding the case study in this way allowed for the deep 

exploration of the lived experiences of teachers who are actively involved in the 

integration of their gender/sex and/or sexual configurations into school spaces. This 

might be markedly different than former educators who have been removed from the 

district by time and space. The moment and space for this type of post-career reflection 

may lead to critically different shared experiences as gendered/sexed and/or sexualized 

educators. The same might be said for future educators who are envisioning themselves 

as teachers and gendered/sexed and/or sexualized beings in school spaces but have not 

yet gone about the work of educating students in a school building. Secondly, the teacher 

must have been currently serving as an elementary educator. How and to what extent 

high school educators, for example, go about expressing diverse gender/sex and/or 

sexualities with and among adolescent children— who might be themselves more 

obviously exploring gender/sex and/or sexuality than younger children— might be 

qualitatively different than elementary educators, whose students might be identified by 

much of our culture as “innocent”. For this reason, it seems critical to engage in 

qualitative case study work that is bound by the elementary level educator. Finally, it was 
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further bound by time because the data collection (e.g., interviews and observations) 

occurred over a one-year period (2019-2020).  

A unique aspect of this work is that it explores if and how elementary school 

teachers’ gender/sex and/or sexuality identities, performed or concealed, impact issues of 

equity, with a specific focus on normalized gender/sex and sexuality and 

heteronormativity in the elementary school setting. Much research falls short of fully 

exploring what it means to be queer in school spaces. That is, it categorically collapses 

sexual and gender/sex identities in overly simplifying ways that ultimately limit a true 

understanding of participants’ sexual configurations. Using van Anders (2015) Sexual 

Configurations Theory will be a unique addition to the current research in this area. 

Using this theory will help underscore the true complexities, variations, and fluidity of 

gender/sex and sexuality among elementary school teachers that categorical approaches 

are unable to consider. Sexual Configurations Theory will also allow for the exploration 

of specific components of a participant’s sexual configurations juxtaposed with its 

potential forced or volunteered “coming out” performance. Further, each component of a 

sexual configuration can be analyzed in relation to how, and if, individual teachers 

promote or hinder different aspects of heteronormativity in elementary school spaces. 

That is, do teachers promote or hinder certain and specific heteronormative forces based 

on specific (possibly queer or minoritized) components of one’s sexual configuration? 

The roots of this research project originate from my own personal experiences of 

being a gay male elementary classroom teacher for ten years in Texas and one year in the 

state of Wisconsin. Therefore, it is necessary that I disclose how I view myself as fitting 
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in the context of this research and any potential biases I may have as a self-identified gay 

male researching alongside other teacher individuals as the main tool of analysis in this 

project. Since the researcher serves as the primary research tool who collects and 

analyzes data in an interactive and participatory manner with participants, the context of 

the researcher is a critical component of a qualitative case study as a method for 

optimizing the trustworthiness and credibility of the research. Because of this, I will 

provide a context of the researcher related to my own queer identity and how that 

interacted with and informed my work as an elementary school teacher.  

I am interested in exploring the experiences of elementary educators share about 

themselves, their work, and their lives as teachers as gendered/sexed and sexualized 

beings. Knowing how we go about knowing or transforming ourselves better as educators 

potentially adds value to the educational experience of the students in our school spaces 

who are, themselves, developing as gendered/sexed and sexual beings. As the research 

previously cited indicates, the promotion of heteronormativity and denouncement of 

LGBT behaviors, or even inclinations, is pervasive in our schools.  

To uncover the experiences that teachers share about themselves and others 

related to their gender/sex, and sexualities, teacher identities, and how they confront 

heteronormativity in the elementary classroom, I entered into a dialogical research 

relationship with my participants that embraced the relational impact the researcher-

participant relationship has on the research results. I did this by engaging in several semi-

structured interviews in which I asked clarifying questions, followed the meanderings of 

the participants’ stories, and shared my own experiences with them.  



Texas Tech University, David L. Goss, May 2021 

65 

 

The remainder of chapter three further defines qualitative case study, the data 

sources and collection methods specific to this project, and the methods used to promote 

the overall trustworthiness of the study. Also, this chapter includes a discussion on the 

purposes and value of including a gender/sex and/or sexually diverse elementary teacher-

participants in a study focused on heteronormativity. Because the researcher is 

understood as the primary tool for analysis in qualitative research methodologies— and is 

consequently a thinking, reacting, and potentially biased actor in the research process— a 

context of the researcher concludes chapter three. 

Qualitative Case Study 

Engaging in qualitative research is an inductive process that involves making 

meaning of the emic experiences of individuals “interacting with their social worlds” 

(Merriam, 1998, loc. 146). In the words of Denzin and Lincoln, “the choice of which 

interpretative practices to employ is not necessarily set in advance” (2013, p. 8). It is an 

inherently messy procedure in which the researcher must have an “enormous tolerance 

for ambiguity,” (Merriam, 1998, loc 321) only guided by “the experience of others” 

(Merriam, 1998, loc. 321). Within the field of qualitative research sits the case study. 

Case studies are beneficial to the research community because they are concerned with 

gaining insight into, and making meaning of, the experiences of an individual or 

individuals within a bound, singular unit.  

For the research design I used a case study design. Merriam and Tisdell (2016) 

define case study as an “intensive, holistic description and analysis of a single, bounded 

unit” (p. 232). According to these authors, what makes qualitative research a case study is 
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the delimitation of the object of study to one particular entity or unit. In other words, it is 

research focused on a “unit around which there are boundaries” (Merriam, 1998, loc. 

394) and could include a “school or community” (loc. 394). In this case, the bounded 

system is elementary school teachers in one moderately diverse midsize urban school 

district. The district enrolls roughly 30,000 students each year. Students are identified as 

African American (20%), Hispanic (20%), Asian (10%), White (45%) and the remaining 

5% were identified as Native American or Two or More Races.  

Trustworthiness in Case Study Research 

Trustworthiness in qualitative research are the methods, approaches, and 

techniques used to support “truth value, applicability, consistency, and neutrality” 

(Erlandson, Harris, Skipper, & Allen, 1993, p. 132) in a qualitative research project. One 

way to increase the trustworthiness of a qualitative research project is by attending to the 

credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability of the research process. I 

will briefly define each of these constructs and describe the efforts taken to increase the 

trustworthiness of this current project. 

Credibility 

Credibility in qualitative research can be thought of as “the compatibility of the 

constructed realities that exist in the minds of the inquiry’s respondents with those that 

are attributed to them” (Erlandson, Harris, Skipper, & Allen, 1993, p. 30). In other words, 

credibility is concerned with how closely the research findings match the experiences 

each participant shared during our interviews together.  

Transferability 
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Transferability in qualitative work are the methods used during the research 

process to allow the receiving viewer to make sound judgments related to when, how, and 

if the findings in this project can be transferred to other settings and contexts. 

Transferability is promoted when the researcher attempts to “describe in great detail the 

interrelationships and intricacies of the context being studied” (Erlandson, Harris, 

Skipper, & Allen, 1993, p. 32). Thus, the result of the study is a description that will not 

be reproduced elsewhere. To reach this goal, the qualitative researcher must be sure to 

provide enough information to the reader so that they are able to make this determination.  

Dependability and Confirmability 

There exists various, naturally occurring, human changes or variabilities found 

within qualitative research data due to the complex, socially bound, and contextual nature 

of experience (Erlandson, Harris, Skipper, & Allen, 1993). Because of this, an aim of 

qualitative research is not to promise reproducibility of research findings. Instead, 

qualitative researchers should seek to improve the trustworthiness of their findings 

through dependability. The dependability of the researcher’s findings can be bolstered by 

directly tracing these naturally occurring variations in human experience to a given 

source (Erlandson, Harris, Skipper, & Allen, 1993). Finally, confirmability can be viewed 

as the extent to which the data can be connected to original sources and that the methods 

used to engage in analysis and interpret the findings is identifiable, coherent, and logical.  

Triangulation 

Triangulation is not quantitative validity’s replacement in qualitative research. 

The purpose of triangulation is not to validate the researcher’s qualitative findings, but to 
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“secure an in-depth understanding of the phenomenon in question” (Denzin & Lincoln, 

2013, p. 5; Denzin, 2017, p. 9). Objective or positivistic-based reality is unachievable as 

we can only know something via how they are represented. Triangulation, in this way, is 

not necessarily a strategy employed to prove a point or to increase the probability that 

what is shared in a research document is reality. Rather, it can be thought of as a strategy 

that “seeks out several different types of sources that can provide insights about the same 

events or relationships” (Denzin, 2017, p. 115). Triangulation, then, “enhances meaning 

through multiple sources and provides for thick description of relevant information” 

(Erlandson, Harris, Skipper, & Allen, 1993, p. 115) that allows the qualitative researcher 

to transfer the complexities of lived experiences to the reader. Triangulation is a highly 

effective method of promoting credibility of qualitative research findings. Triangulation 

can be defined as “using multiple sources of data means comparing and cross-checking 

data collected through observations at different times or in different places, or interview 

data collected from people with different perspectives or from follow-up interviews with 

the same people” (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p. 245).  

Denzin (2017) states that qualitative inquiry, “holds up the individual case as the 

measure of the effectiveness of all applied programs'' (p. 12). He goes on to state, “The 

perspectives and experiences of those persons who are served by social justice programs 

must be grasped, interpreted and understood, if solid, effective, applied programs are to 

be created” (Denzin, 2017, p. 12). Collecting artifacts and documents in qualitative 

research is most oftentimes “nonreactive and grounded in the context under study” 

(Merriam & Tisdell, 2016) and can help “uncover meaning, develop understanding, and 
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discover insights relevant to the research problem” (p.189) that would have otherwise 

gone unnoticed. In this way, data collection around publicly available documents will 

serve a “principal strategy to ensure validity and reliability” (p. 246) to triangulate the 

qualitative data (i.e., interview transcripts) in this study. With the understanding that 

qualitative research projects, much like this one, can serve as a critical analysis of the 

experiences of queer individuals in queer-hostile places, I collected news articles, a 

public statement made by the district’s teacher union, court documents related to a 

current homophobic case that a group of district parents have enacted against gender-

expansive practices in elementary schools (e.g., expert affidavit, legal formal complaint, 

plaintiff’s brief), district policy guides for elementary and secondary schools, district 

guidance and policy document to support LGBTQ+ students, and a district policy against 

discrimination that includes language specific to gender/sex and sexuality diversity. Each 

of these documents lent themselves to analysis outside of the context of participant 

experiences, yet also painted into view the broader landscape (i.e., the district, school 

community, and beyond) from which these experiences occur. That is, these documents 

provide backdrops for which to view and understand the experiences of 

heteronormativity in elementary school for these eight participants.  

I also maintained a researcher’s journal as a place to record my own observations 

of participants during the interviews, potential and developing themes, as well as my own 

reflection following the research time I shared with each participant. In this journal, I 

made it a point to use thick descriptions to describe my “feelings, reactions, hunches, 

initial interpretations...” derived from the “setting, people, and activities” (Merriam & 
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Tisdell, 2016, p. 151) during interviewing, transcribing, data analysis, and even now as I 

write this chapter. This researcher’s journal became important to document ideas, values, 

presentations, and other pieces of data that could not be obtained by interview alone. 

These included participant dress, speech, and movements, as well as the surroundings and 

overall context of the interview process. The journal also acted as a method in which to 

avoid the erroneous positionality of the researcher as an unbiased perceiver and objective 

analyst of qualitative data. The researcher’s journal was an avenue to transparently 

identify myself as a perceiving, reacting, thinking, contemplative, and interpretive 

qualitative researcher who is necessarily the primary tool used in this investigation. In 

this way, the researcher’s journal allowed me to capture how I entered and engaged in the 

research experience with the participants.  

Finally, I offered participants to add any additional experiences they would like to 

share in written form, following our face-to-face meetings. I received additional written 

responses from three queer participants and one non-queer participant. This opportunity 

was designed for participants to adjust, clarify, or possibly even rewrite any of the 

previous experiences they might have shared during our interviews together. 

Data Collection 

Through convenience and purposive sampling, I identified and interviewed a 

small sample of elementary teachers from a wide variety of locations from one midsize 

urban school district. I engaged in several semi-structured interviews to capture their 

experiences as heterotypical or queer educators, their experiences of being heterotypical 

or queer elementary educators, and how they believed their gender/sex and/or sexuality 
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and expressions of those in school spaces has impacted their work. I engaged in the 

interviews and analyzed the data through the critical lenses previously mentioned. I 

corroborated their experiences and identified themes in this study with previous literature 

when possible.  

My three criteria for being included in the research is that the individual was an 

elementary school teacher who identified as queer (e.g., non-heterosexual) or 

heterotypical at one midsize urban district in the Midwest region of the United States. 

The interviews were conducted in such a way that the participant deeply explored each, 

typically, open-ended question. The end goal is that the participant was able to share 

robust experiences as they related to the investigation. The primary goal of the research 

was to gather experiences and identify themes found within the interview transcripts of 

these teacher-participants to move toward a deeper understanding of what it means to be 

a queer or queerish elementary educator, and how gender/sex and sexually diverse 

teachers in this study worked to counter the destructive and ubiquitous forces of 

heteronormativity in elementary schools. 

To find participants, I sent an email to all the staff on the District Pride Group that 

is hosted by the LGBTQ+ District Coordinator. This method provided me with three 

queer and one non-queer participants. I also asked individuals on my current district team 

if they knew of any potentially interested elementary school teacher-participants. This 

provided me with two additional non-queer individuals. Finally, I asked a queer 

colleague, who has recently become a friend of mine, to engage in this project. Each 

participant voluntarily chose to meet at non-school locations. I first met Rica at her 
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favorite local bar that is known, by her, as an establishment with queer ally-intonations. 

We subsequently met for a picnic in the park, and then on a Zoom meeting that 

additionally included her wife and my partner. I met Nate, Elsie, Ella, Cindy, Halley, and 

Samantha at local coffee shops of their choice. Due to COVID-19 and the subsequent 

closure of physical schools and other public areas, I met Lindsay via Zoom. Luckily, 

however, we had become acquainted before this on a more personal level during 

professional development that occurred last summer. The most popular choice among the 

participants was the coffee shop closest to my house, which I happily frequent as they are 

queer-owned and staunch advocates for social justice. I have developed friendships with 

several of these individuals since the commencement of this project. It seems that 

discussing this topic and showing genuine passion in understanding their experiences (as 

a researcher) served as a nice foundation for future friendships. 

This type of research emphasizes experiences and perception of experience. This 

type of interview will allow me to ascertain the “is” or perception of experience from the 

participant’s viewpoint. Finding meaning, especially through interviewing, is heavily 

dependent on language. Therefore, some of the authenticity of the experience is lost in 

translation. Understanding this, I will seek to contextualize information. An interview is 

an excellent opportunity to develop context through questioning and reflection of the 

lived experience.  

The term “queer” is commonly used in academic discourse when investigating 

such topics as heteronormativity. “Queer” can also be an identity label used by LGBTQ+ 

people outside of the academic or research context. It is important to note that in this 
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project the term “queer” was evoked when speaking outside the context of the 

participants’ lived experiences and the labels or terms they use to describe their own 

gender/sex and/or sexual configurations. The language in this study related to the 

gender/sex and/or sexual identity labels ascribed to participants were directly transcribed 

from the interviews and follow-up, optional written responses from the teachers 

themselves. 

The following table shows how each research question will be explored through 

the various data streams of this current project. 

Research Question Data Sources 

What are the experiences of elementary 

teachers as they relate to their own unique 

and potentially diverse gender/sex and sexual 

configurations? 

Interviews 

Voluntary Written Responses 

Observations 

Field Notes 

Researcher’s Journal 

How do these teachers attempt perform, 

express, or seek to hide their gender/sex 

and/or sexuality in front of their students? 

Interviews 

Voluntary Written Responses 

Field Notes 

Researcher's Journal 

What experiences do these teachers have in 

relation to the intersectionality of their 

gender/sex and/or sexuality and teacher 

identity?  

Interviews 

Voluntary Written Responses 

Publicly Available Documents 

In what qualitatively different ways and 

extents do these participants go about 

confronting issues of normalized gender/sex 

and/or sexuality and heteronormativity in the 

elementary school setting considering their 

unique gender/sex and/or sexual 

configurations? 

Interviews 

Voluntary Written Responses 

Observations 

Field Notes 

Researcher’s Journal 

Publicly Available Documents 
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Including Queer and Non-Queer Teachers 

Including heterosexual teacher-participants in this inquiry becomes important in 

the analyses of heteronormativity in elementary school spaces for a variety of reasons. In 

“The Subject and Power”, Foucault (1982) reminds us that the study of power structures 

and their resistances would only be complete if we analyzed it from both the “history of 

struggle” and “the standpoint of power relationships” (p. 794). The closet, for example, is 

a site in which normalized power structures directly inform what performances and 

speech acts constitute staying in or coming out of the closet. Simultaneously, the act of 

coming out of the closet through certain performances or speech acts can be considered 

acts of resistance. In fact, the disclosure of sexual or gender/sex deviancy in many 

settings is in some ways an act of resistance against power structures. Foucault (1982) 

goes on to say that our interpretations of the power relations and necessary (otherwise it 

would not be considered power) struggles will “not consist of the same elements of 

meaning or the same links or the same types of intelligibility, although they refer to the 

same historical fabric” (p. 794). A study about heteronormativity (normalized power as it 

relates to how boys/girls, gay/straight, men/women, etc., should feel, act, and think) in 

elementary school spaces would be potentially incomplete without also studying 

heterosexual elementary teachers at the point when Foucault states in, “each of the two 

analyses must have reference to the other” (p. 794). He does not say that “the 

interpretations which will result” from studying both struggle and power relations would 

benefit from or would be more complete if…He unequivocally states the analyses of the 

struggle “must have reference to” (p. 794) the analyses of the power relationship. He also 
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concludes that this process of interpreting, both power relations, and their struggles, will 

result in making “visible those fundamental phenomena of ‘domination’ which are 

present in a large number of human societies” (p. 795).  

Similarly, Sexual Configurations Theory (van Anders, 2015) compels researchers 

to study minority genders/sexes, and sexualities in relation to and separate from many of 

those same constructs. How, when, and under what circumstances an individual’s 

sexuality is considered minority is in direct relation to what, during that specific time and 

under those stated circumstances, is considered the majority gender/sex or sexuality. Van 

Anders (2015) states that a, “sexual diversity perspective synthesizes minority and 

majority sexualities, viewing them as simultaneously interconnected, unique, and, above 

all, positioned relative to each other” (p. 1187). Fundamentally, it is critical to understand 

that sexual and gender/sex minorities are “minoritized relative to majorities” (p. 1187). 

This current investigation will use case study analysis to tease out the experiences 

teachers share as it relates to which components of their sexual configurations are 

minoritized against a normative/majority backdrop; how they navigate and perform the 

minoritized components of their sexual configurations in elementary school spaces; and if 

and how any of this impacts issues of equity, with a specific focus on normalized 

gender/sex, sexuality and heteronormativity in the elementary school setting. 

Furthermore, Sumara and Davis (2013) understand that “like those who identify 

as queer, heterosexual identities must exist in a particular...heterosexual closet” (p. 316). 

However, as we have learned, the closet can be a site of liberation and of continued 

confinement. If people who come from, for instance, the Religious Right, wish to confine 
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homosexuals to the closet, they might also wish to define the heterosexual closet so as to 

clearly articulate from which closet a person is hiding in or coming out of. This effort is 

designed to control what it means to perform in heterosexual versus homosexual ways, 

moving the lines of demarcation as they see fit. What is more, individuals who wish to 

perpetuate heteronormativity (deducing sexuality to sexual-object choice based on bio-

culturally identified gender) as natural, may wish to expand the normalized boundaries of 

their own closets in an effort to take away the liberating power the queer closet has for 

queer people. I am thinking about the sort of, “take back the rainbow” that some 

conservative groups try when fighting against sexual identity equality. Historically, queer 

people could display rainbow insignia (wristbands, flags, etc.) to express 

nonheterosexuality. These conservative groups are not attempting to promote equality, 

but rather are attempting to take back the marginal piece of equity (the rainbow being an 

expressive symbol of queer identity) that might have been gained by queer people in 

recent years. Lines of demarcation that delineate hetero-normality work in asymmetrical 

concert with what is considered queer. These heteronormative demarcating lines ebb-and-

flow and effect change in the subordinate queer other. Is the substance of what it means 

to be queer for these educator-participants directly impacted by what it means to be 

heteronormative in elementary school spaces? 

Understanding the experiences of these teachers will assist administrators and 

other practicing leaders work toward ensuring all staff is welcome in their school 

building in light of their unique gender/sex and sexual configuration differences. Finally, 

this project will shed light on the reality that issues of gender/sex and sexuality and 
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heteronormativity do not impact just a minority of teachers and students, but universally 

impact anyone who wishes to understand themselves beyond the shackles of these 

hegemonic cultural forces. 

Context of the Researcher 

This inquiry stems from my work as a self-identified gay male educator who 

spent most of his time working with elementary-aged children in the state of Texas. I 

spent 10 years as a closeted (to my students and sometimes to staff at large). My partner 

and I moved to Wisconsin in 2017 and I took a job as an elementary educator. This 

website banner was displayed on the homepage of my new district: 

The School District is committed to providing a safe, inclusive, nondiscriminatory 

learning environment for all students, including transgender and gender 

nonconforming students. Any discrimination, bullying, or harassment based on a 

person’s actual or perceived transgender status or gender nonconformity is 

prohibited. 

 

I remember thinking that to work in a district that openly supported queer staff 

and students would be a breath of fresh air, and something that no district in Texas would 

have been able to undertake (legally or culturally). Even with this public denouncement 

of transphobia, I remained in the closet to my students. I remained in the closet even 

though one of my students was a transgender individual. I remained publicly silent and 

worked to establish myself as an ally to this queer student. This move to pass as an ally, 

even though I was queer myself, had a significant and deleterious impact on the 
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relationship I attempted to establish with this student. Four years later, I still reflect on 

the fact that I remained safely tucked into my own queer closet at this elementary school 

while my queer student was navigating transphobia and general hostility in the same 

space as an out transgender student. The impetus for this research is evidently born from 

my own work as a closeted queer elementary educator. The qualitative nature of this 

work calls us to understand that I am the principal tool in this project. Furthermore, I 

bring my own biases and judgments that must be laid out as succinctly as possible in 

order to uncover and discover what is the truth of the matter as viewed through these 

participants and the principal tool in the inquiry. For these reasons, I will provide a brief 

history of myself as a queer individual and classroom teacher as it relates to the context 

of this current project. 

 I used to say– and may very-well still say– that I came out as a gay person my 

junior year of undergraduate school at the age of 21. I mean several things when I talk 

about coming out at this age. First, I gave myself permission to become a sexualized 

individual who is deeply and exclusively attracted to men with penises. This became an 

active and robust part of my identity as a young person immediately after coming out. I 

once heard that the sexual development of queer individuals, who hide in the closet 

during childhood and become sexually active in ways that more closely align with their 

sexuality as adults, only begin to develop into sexual beings after they come out. This 

was true for me. I was a junior in college with a frustrated mother who silenced my 

sexuality from other extended members of our family. In this way, I was required to 

develop as a gay individual on my own, without the love and support of family members 
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who were previously closest to me. I often wonder if this lack of support led to the 

ultimate familial disenfranchisement that has impacted me to this date. My mother, as the 

family gatekeeper of my queer identity, ostensibly silenced me from other members in 

my family whom she worried would take issue with my sinful and deviant sexuality. This 

proved to be wrong, but nearly too late. After 20 years of silence, I became reacquainted 

with my grandmother who is now 94 years old and does not seem to have any debilitating 

problems regarding my queer identity. 

Coming out for me also involved telling others of my gay sexuality. I told my 

therapist at the university first. Then, I told my family two weeks later. Telling friends at 

this point was moot because I lost any resemblance of friends after I came out and broke 

up with my girlfriend. You see, I had established relationships on false sexual premises. 

In my experience, you are nearly required to make a set of new friends if you come out as 

a gay male in 2004 in Lubbock Texas.  

 I became active in the Baptist church because of the girlfriend I mentioned 

previously. We became the closest of friends in middle school and started dating in 

eighth grade. Her mother was a long-time member of a First Baptist Church close to 

where we lived. I attended church religiously, both on Wednesday evenings for youth 

night and every Sunday.  

 Some of my most vivid memories as a child center around being confronted with 

my own queer sexuality. I must have been in kindergarten when I remember seeing a man 

in a white t-shirt and tight-fitting jeans unloading items (the content of which I cannot 

recall) from a closed trailer. And I distinctly remember being captivated by his noticeable 
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bulge. I also remember a time when my mother spoke sarcastically and humorously 

against her friend’s gay son. I remember when I told my therapist, Dr. Bridges, that I 

thought I might be gay when I was in middle school. She told my mother, who told my 

stepdad, who decided that he and I should go for coffee at the local IHOP once a week to 

engage in healthy, nonsexual, manly relations.  

 The previous paragraphs are not designed to provide you an exhaustive list of the 

ways I was confronted with my queer sexuality, but to show that I have known about my 

queer sexuality from an early age. Furthermore, these details are provided to you to 

highlight some of the ways in which my development as a sexually queer individual were 

mitigated, altered, and silenced starting from an early age. 

Church, god, and the music of the Christian churches became the ways in which I 

attempted to become straight. Church was a great way to lift my hands to this higher 

power who did not approve of my homosexuality. This higher power did not approve but 

would surely rid me of this demon inside me. Or, as they used to say at the time, 

“Everyone has a cross to bear”. It was constantly iterated to me, especially in the church 

setting, that some people struggle with alcohol, drugs, or depression. Some struggle with 

homosexuality. So, I quietly struggled with the constant and exclusive thoughts of 

sexually relating to and loving men with penises. I prayed and sang, in the privacy of my 

own room and secretively in the presence of others at the Baptist church, for god to cure 

me. 

I also turned my mother toward the Baptist church when I was in middle school. 

She had lost her son (my brother) a few years before that in a terrible car crash and her 
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dad died from throat cancer just a year prior to that. All the while, my mother endured an 

unhealthy relationship with my biological father for 15 years until I was in the third 

grade. I think this served as the fertile foundation for my mother that pushed her toward a 

greater understanding of her life and its contents, in the name of the Southern Baptist 

Church. The church in many ways served as the battleground from where my mother 

continued her struggle around my sexuality that lingers to this day. 

I moved to Chicago in 2005, immediately after graduating from Texas Tech with 

a BA in Psychology. I was lucky in that my ex-boyfriend also moved to Chicago and, 

because of this, was introduced to a group of gay men who were affectionately known as 

the Couch Pansies. The Couch Pansies were an exclusive group of gay males whose 

church was to gather together every Sunday to watch Queer As Folk, a mini-series that 

followed five gay males in the city of Pittsburg whose lives were filled with “sex, drugs, 

adventure, friendship and love” (Internet Movie Database). This time together became 

my church as we loved each other in community by sharing cocktails, food, laughs, and 

the occasional cigarette every Sunday. 

Like every thriving church group, we also shared times outside of these dedicated 

Sunday services. We often brunched together and frequented the Chicago gay bars 

located on North Halsted Street. Two of our favorites were Roscoe’s and Sidetrack. I was 

the youngest in the group at the time (most of them were already in their late 30s), so 

they would only reluctantly take me to Roscoe’s since it was known as the gay bar for 

younger twinks. I fit in that category at the time, but the rest of the Pansies did not. 
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In my mind, the Couch Pansies became my first group of authentic friends. I fully 

presented as gay male, engaged in queer and sexualized dialogue, and was supported in 

my explorations as a homosexual within this group. I was taken care of. I was fully loved. 

My partner and I met in Chicago and eventually made our way together to Austin, 

Texas in 2008. I took a job in a suburban elementary school as a special educator and 

began an advanced degree in the same field. Shortly after our arrival to Austin, my 

partner and I met a second group of queer friends. This group was more diverse than the 

Couch Pansies as it included two lesbians and a handful of gay men. Again, brunching 

and drinking, dancing, and crass and sexualized chatter at the local gay bar became our 

preferred activities. This group also integrated our daughter, Maya. This queer friend 

group became integrated into the queer family that Joseph and I built together in Austin, 

Texas.  

The first group of friends I met in Chicago were adamant about the separation 

between the life choses and activities of gay and non-gay individuals. For example, most 

of the gay men in the Couch Pansies understood child-rearing as an activity that should 

be exclusively (and thankfully, in their minds) set aside for heterosexual couples. Having 

children was not for gay men. The groups were different in many ways. But, the presence 

of lesbians and the full embrace and acceptance of my own queer family– Joseph, Maya, 

and myself– are the two most obvious ways these two friend groups differed. 

Finally, Joseph and I moved to Madison, Wisconsin to be closer to his family. 

And honestly, we moved here to be surrounded by more open-minded and progressive 

individuals than living in Texas could provide. Madison is a smaller town in comparison 
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to Chicago and even Austin, Texas. So, we knew that the chance to make other queer 

friends would be limited by the sheer size of our new hometown. Even still, during these 

three years, we have made a handful of largely disjointed queer friends in the Madison 

community. Even though we do not routinely engage in consistently shared experiences 

among our 10-or-so queer friends here in Madison like I did on Sundays with the Couch 

Pansies, or spend holidays all together as a queer family-group like we did in Austin, we 

are still able to engage in rich dialogue with these other queer individuals around our own 

repressed sexualities, our experiences with becoming who we are as gender/sex and 

sexually queer beings, and the proclivities we have as gay men in the bedroom. 

What is interesting is to consider the similarities and variations among and 

between each of the three different groups of queer friends I have mentioned and my 

position in them. With the Couch Pansies, I was the token twink, with a pretty face, who 

was financially, emotionally, and sometimes physically cared for by the older individuals 

in the group. I navigated my homosexuality in relation to and with guidance from those 

pansies who traversed identity-development for as long as I had been alive at that time. 

Individuals in the Austin group were similar in age and partner status (i.e., nearly 

monogamously partnered to a same-sex individual). Unlike Chicago, I was not guided in 

my sexual development by this group. More generally, I lived among these friends in 

both queer-friendly and unfriendly spaces as Joseph and I navigated what it meant to be a 

homosexual couple interested in obtaining privileges that– according to the Couch 

Pansies, my mother, and others– ought not be provided to us (e.g., having a child). Now, 

as an individual nearing the age of forty who is more established (yet wildly unstable), 
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we tend to guide and support– in many of the same ways I was by the Pansies– the 

gender/sex and/or sexual development of a younger (in age and in relation to queer 

identity-development) queer friend group. Further, considering the differences in cultural 

between 2005 and 2020, we engage in deep conversation with other queer individuals on 

what it means to be queer. Unlike the conversations from my Chicago days, queer 

conversations center around the displacement of binary essentialisms and move toward 

the development of gender/sex and/or sexuality as fluid, expansive, and open-ended. 

I spent ten years as an elementary school teacher in the suburbs of Austin, Texas. 

I’ll say it from the beginning, I was never out to the students in these schools. This was 

not hugely problematic (from a technical, navigational perspective) as a childless gay 

male teacher. People, young and old alike, did occasionally ask about my “wife” or 

“girlfriend” and I would not lie. That is, if you believe silence is never lying. I would 

simply answer the closed-ended question with a “no,” and push the conversation to 

another topic. 

I did eventually come out to some staff early on in my career. I remember one 

moment when I was getting along rather nicely with the other twenty-something-year-old 

teachers in the building and we decided to organize a happy hour. I am quite a bit livelier 

and more honest when I have had a few drinks and that night was no different. 

Eventually, as they prodded into my life and more specifically my sexuality, I told them I 

was gay. Nothing remarkable came of it that night. But I distinctly remember my straight 

female teacher-friend from across the hall approaching me the very next morning with 

her always-present Starbucks coffee in hand thanking me for having the “courage” to be 



Texas Tech University, David L. Goss, May 2021 

85 

 

so “so open” about my (homo)sexuality. Back then, it provided a sigh of relief. Now, 

though, it seems off-putting as it just emphasizes the precarious positions that queer 

individuals often find themselves in the context of the elementary school. “Courage to be 

open” should not be a prerequisite when sharing one’s queerness in this context. In my 

mind, queerness is a reality of children, and it should be a comfortably afforded right for 

all people to express themselves as queer in this space.  

This “courage” did not allow me to open myself to my students throughout any of 

my 12 years of teaching. This courage only brought me as far as coming out to coworkers 

when it was convenient and felt safe. As a teacher, I did not attend to the broader socio-

cultural implications that staying in the closet brought with it.  

This context I share with you is probably not remarkable as it often matches 

similar experiences of other gay men of my generation. However, it is still robust and 

important as we move toward the substance of this research project. This is what I bring 

to the interview process and the research project more generally. This provides the 

context under which this current research project was developed. It is not that I worked as 

an out and queer elementary educator and so this research is a social justice project to 

prove that is the only way queer teachers can ethically go about the business of teaching. 

I also do not want this project to be driven necessarily by my own efforts to harshly 

criticize my decision to remain in the closet as an educator of elementary-aged students. 

Some teachers do keep their queer identities hidden from students and some adamantly 

do not. This project is an extension of my own researcher’s reflection as a closeted queer 

elementary school teacher. It is designed to explore the intricacies and complexities of 
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being queer or queerish and whether teachers can ethically teach from within the confines 

of queer closets.  

Limitations and Significance of Case Study Research 

As the primary investigator for this qualitative case study—as the context of the 

researcher highlights—I bring to this project a significant history and a host of biases 

(known and unknown) related to the ideas of heteronormative gender/sex and sexuality 

stemming from my own personal life and in my work as an elementary educator. The 

transparency of subjectivity in qualitative sciences is considered by some to be a 

significant limitation of these methodologies. Another prevailing assumption of case 

study is that it lacks a certain kind of generalizability of findings. That is, a case study 

such as this should not be thought of as generalizable to other cases, despite how similar 

they may seem.  

However, research such as this does not presume an intended outcome dealing 

with the desirability of the predictive value of the lived experiences of these participants 

onto a more generalized elementary-teacher body. Specifically, this type of work does not 

seek to replicate, substantiate, or invalidate previous research on the lived experiences of 

queer, nonqueer, or queerish elementary educators and how they work to dismantle or 

support heteronormativity in elementary schools. This work seeks to tease out and 

potentially further complicate the complex, interconnected, contextually specific, fluid, 

and personal ways these particular teacher-participants work as gendered/sexed and 

sexual beings in the elementary school environment and how they grapple with and 

attend to hegemonic heteronormative forces in those spaces. 
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This work seeks to deeply explore and attend to the complexities and 

intersectionality of a teacher’s gender/sex and/or sexuality and how they navigate 

pervasively heteronormative and heteronormalizing elementary school spaces. In other 

words, this qualitative case study is aiming to add additional layers to an ever-expanding 

labyrinth that is the human experience of being a gendered/sexed and sexual person in 

worlds that are fueled by heteronormative forces. Finally, it should never be the goal of 

queer research to place upon others, especially those outside the context of the research 

project, the lived experiences of others, despite how similar the two may seem.  

An epistemological assumption of this research is that subjectivity and potential 

bias is inherent across all forms of research, regardless of whether or not this subjectivity 

is attended to and made as visible as possible in the process. Therefore, one strength of 

qualitative case study is that it openly and visibly accounts for this subjective reality in 

ways that other non-qualitative forms of research might try to bypass, ignore, or sweep 

under the rug for the purposes of serving powerful, monopolizing, and hegemonic 

scientific discourses.  
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CHAPTER 4 

DATA ANALYSIS 

This chapter starts with a brief review of the research questions and overall 

project design. From there, I share the different data streams used in this research project, 

how they were attained, and how they attempt to address the outlined research questions. 

I also explain the data analysis methodology used for each of these data streams. 

Following this, I share the findings of this research project. I conclude with how I went 

about establishing trustworthiness as a researcher engaged and deeply embedded into this 

project; the researcher-identified limitations of this current project; and finally, the 

significance of this work. 

Introduction 

 This project is a qualitative case study that seeks to explore the heteronormative 

experiences of eight self-identified queer and nonqueer elementary school teachers, from 

eight different schools, in one midsize urban school district in the Midwestern United 

States through their own unique lenses as gendered/sex and sexual-beings in the 

elementary school setting. This research project also functioned to explore how these 

eight self-identified queer and nonqueer participants go about disrupting the 

heteronormative forces they have experienced in the elementary school setting. In the 

context of this current study, I also wondered if and how gender/sex and/or sexually 

queer participants disrupt heteronormative forces in elementary school in different or 

similar ways, or in varying degrees, than the non-queer participants. 
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To explore these research questions, I engaged in, recorded, and transcribed 

conversational interviews with each of the eight participants at a location of their choice. 

I also collected public documents related to the content of the interview responses and 

project more generally. I wrote reflections, initial thoughts, contemplations, and 

developing and emerging themes throughout the entire research process in a researcher’s 

journal. I also offered participants the opportunity to refine and expand the content of the 

interviews in follow-up written responses if they desired. Four of the eight participants 

sent me additional written responses to the interview questions. 

Data Analysis 

I analyzed the interview transcripts by engaging in several important steps that are 

highly valued as methods of analysis in qualitative research. First, I read each transcript 

over a period of several weeks to become intimately familiar with each one. Each time I 

reread a transcript, I noticed more nuanced details than the previous reading. I began 

hearing the participant’s voices from their words and the distance between the 

participants’ experiences and myself dwindled. I became deeply familiar with these 

documents during this process. As the “primary research instrument” (Erlandson, Harris, 

Skipper, & Allen, 1993, p. 16), I became “responsive and adaptive” (Merriam & Tisdell, 

2016, p. 16) to the data and was able to more clearly make meaning and sense of the data 

set. It was also during this time in the process I began documenting emerging themes, 

reactions, and thoughts; with each transcript being analyzed while simultaneously being 

viewed as one part of a whole. That is, I was able to analyze each transcript as being the 

unique, shared, lived experience of the eight participants. 
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 After reading each transcript numerous times, I then wrote each potential piece of 

code (i.e., word or phrase) on the front side of a blank sticky-note. On the backside of 

each sticky-note I wrote the participant’s initials and the page number to identify the 

original source. During the open-coding process, I began developing emergent categories 

and placed each piece of coding where they best fit. It was also during this phase of initial 

coding that I took copious notes in the margins of the transcripts and in my researcher’s 

journal. Merriam (1998) asserts that ambiguity in the case study process is necessary for 

the researcher, who serves as the primary research tool, to make the most meaning out of 

the data presented. Though this process was tedious and initially fraught with conflicting 

and overlapping themes, I was able to begin identifying prominent themes across, in most 

cases, all eight of the participants. 

According to Merriam and Tisdell (2016) the categories, themes, or findings that 

the qualitative researcher identifies should meet four general criteria. First, they should be 

“responsive to the purpose of the research” (p. 212). That is, the themes or categories 

should fall within the general scope of the research topic under investigation. Secondly, 

they should be “exhaustive” (p. 212) in that all relevant pieces of data or utterances 

should fall within one of the identified themes or categories. Mutual exclusivity is the 

third criteria that Merriam and Tisdell name (2016). By this they mean that each piece of 

data should fit into only one identified category or theme. Further, the names of the 

identified categories or themes should be sensitive and speak specifically to the “what is 

in the data” (p. 213). Finally, “conceptual congruence” should be obtained across all 

themes. As a qualitative researcher in the data analysis process, I made every effort to 
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ensure that the themes and categories I developed met these four criteria. Oftentimes, 

during the thematic development process, for instance, I found that some key data points 

fit across two separately identified themes. At these frustrating points during data 

analysis, I had to work to reestablish the identified themes so that each utterance fit into 

one– and only one– thematic code. 

The publicly available documents I collected for this project served more as a 

strategy for triangulation than as stand-alone data that should be examined in and of 

themselves. The primary research concern is to make meaning of participant experience 

and thematically transfer those to the reader in the form of a dissertation chapter. 

Therefore, it seemed important and necessary to identify public documents that speak to 

the concepts and constructs under investigation and relate them to the primary focus of 

this project to triangulate the findings. More specifically, I read each document to 

become familiar with its content. I positioned these public documents next to the themes 

that I began identifying in the transcripts. Then, I connected the content and the language 

of these documents to the themes derived from analyzing the interview process and 

shared those in the findings section of this chapter. 

Also, I maintained a researcher’s journal from the beginning of the interviewing 

process through the culmination of the final data analysis. The journal served as a record 

for observations during interviews in which I focused on the contextual and 

environmental stimulus which cannot be ascertained through a written transcript. 

Examples include body movements, vocal intonations, and visual surroundings. The 

researcher’s journal also served as a place to write of my own curiosities and wonderings 
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regarding the project, as well as insights, questions, and emerging themes I was noticing 

throughout the process. 

Findings 

In this section I provide an overview of each participant’s sexual configurations 

(van Anders, 2015) that specifically attends to their own development into 

gendered/sexed and sexual beings. Then, I discuss themes identified in this project related 

to gender/sex and/or sexual development as experienced by these participants. To make 

meaning of the experiences these teachers have in relation to the intersectionality of their 

gender/sex and/or sexuality and their identity and work as a teacher, I further center this 

work by exploring themes on the expression of these constructs in the context of the 

elementary school and relate that to participant beliefs on supporting anti-

heteronormativity in elementary school spaces. An aim of this research is to explore how 

and if, considering their unique gender/sex and sexual configurations, queer and 

nonqueer participants attempt to confront issues of normalized gender/sex and/or 

sexuality and heteronormativity in the elementary school setting in qualitatively different 

ways and in potentially varying degrees. To explore this research question, I share an 

analysis of the language used to counter gender, sex, gender/sex, or sexual-based 

normativities (i.e., heteronormativity) in the context of teaching elementary school 

students. A discussion on power and privilege in relation to gender/sex and/or sexuality 

concludes this section. 
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In response to question 1: 1. What are the experiences of elementary teachers as they 

relate to their own unique and potentially diverse gender/sex and sexual 

configurations? 

 

Participants’ Sexual Configurations 

Great efforts were made in this project to move substantially beyond the 

delimiting restrictions that are placed on individuals when we discuss and write about 

gender/sex and sexuality in binary-essentializing terms. Sexual Configurations Theory, a 

gender/sex/sexuality framework offered to us by van Anders (2015), is how I reached this 

goal. This becomes important as it allows the research to attend to the highly complex 

constructs of gender/sex and sexuality and provides us with a “more comprehensive 

understanding of our sexualities for us as people (not just the us who are scientists and 

researchers) in ways that provide a place for diverse sexualities and do not further 

marginalize the marginalized” (van Anders, 2015, p. 1206). This context becomes 

important for this project as we seek to tease out the ways participants in this study 

respond to heteronormativity in elementary schools in a variety of ways that are 

potentially impacted by their own unique sexual configurations.  

 To explore the participant’s sexual configurations (van Anders, 2015) I carefully 

reviewed the transcripts for each participant. I placed any utterance or account the 

participants provided related to their sexual configurations (gender/sex or sexuality) 

across identity, orientation, and status. It is interesting to note that the four least branched 

sexual configurations are self-identified straight participants; while the four most 
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branched sexual configurations are self-identified queer participants, with Rica– a 

transgender female– being the most branched or robust. It is important to note that I took 

great care in uplifting the identity-making language used by each participant. That is, I 

did not place academically developed queer identity labels onto participants; I simply 

reiterated the language they used.  

 Halley, a white individual in her mid-twenties, identifies as a monogamous, 

lesbian (though not solely attracted to women, line 1418), cisgender, and queer woman 

(line 1826). She feels that she has an invisible identity (line 1826) at the intersection of 

her gender presentation and lesbian status. Also, Halley currently feels she is in a 

childlike stage (line 753) in her own sexual identity development journey that started six 

years ago. She was a serial dater (line 1716) starting in fourth grade and boy crazy until 

college (line 1412). She uses the terms girlfriend and partner interchangeably when 

speaking of her female partner of six years. She identifies as straight-passing (line 1431) 

but changes her outward appearance to match her queer identity in the context of her 

community (line 1432). A journal entry indicates that, in a way, I also noticed this about 

her appearance: 

  

Halley has a white complexion, wears spunky glasses reminiscent of cat-eyes, and 

maintained a constant and comforting grin during our time together. Her 

appearance is somewhat hip-modern. Her clothes look comfortable, yet 

fashionable. She wouldn’t stand out, per se, in a crowd around here. But if people 

saw her, they would likely appreciate her unique fashion.  
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Lindsay, a white genderqueer lesbian in her mid-forties, first came out as bisexual 

at the age of 23. She shared that she was genderqueer before she was queer in any other 

way (line 1910). To highlight her genderqueer identity, she shared with me the idea of 

wearing a dress has always felt “cringy” to her (line 1914), even as a child. She was set to 

be married to a male but broke off the engagement at the age of 24, cut her hair short, and 

came out as fully queer (i.e., lesbian). During the interview she also indicated she would 

identify with the pronouns “they/theirs” if she was a younger, more flexible thinker (line 

1907). Like Halley, Lindsay is still exploring the gender component of her sexual 

configuration (line 1908). She believes her outward appearance is that of a butch lesbian, 

but she told me her wife jokingly believes she is more of a standard lesbian (line 1946). 

According to my researcher’s journal, Lindsay is: 

an individual appearing in her mid-40s, with nicely trimmed, short gray hair, 

wearing tortoise-shell plastic framed glasses and a maroon t-shirt”. If this can be 

said, there was nothing outwardly queer about her appearance except that, from a 

heteronormative perspective (as once noticed by a student under her care, line 

350), she sported a single-colored t-shirt, keeps her hair short, and does not wear 

make-up. 

 

Samantha is a white, monogamous (line 2410-2411), bisexual (line 2373) female 

in her late thirties. She is currently in a partnered relationship with a male. During 

puberty, she switched from dressing more “boyish” to growing out her hair and wearing 
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“lady’s stuff” (line 2314). Now, she currently presents as super feminine (line 2275) in 

most settings, including our interview and in the school environment. However, she 

dresses more masculine in other contexts–i.e., hardware store–to gain cultural benefits of 

masculinity (lines 2275-2278). She discovered she is also intersex three years ago (line 

2384). 

Rica is a 57-year-old white transgender female, married to a female, who would 

identify as either pansexual or asexual (line 2841), but mostly identifies her sexuality 

with monogamy (line 2838). She tends to flow more toward non-binary as a gender-

identity (like 2832), and credits Lizzo (line 557) and the body-positive movement (line 

2694) for helping her see a fuller gender spectrum. She indicated during her interview 

that she has no particular desire to be with anybody sexually (line 2841), and would 

rather spend time dancing at a club, conversing with her wife over coffee, or rummaging 

through a bookstore than spend time being sexual with another individual (line 2851). 

She hid her full transgender female identity from her wife, the school and broader 

community for 32 years (line 2617) but came out fully last year. She knew of her 

transgender identity by kindergarten (line 2618). She feels most like herself when she is 

wearing her beautiful wigs, and her makeup, and her outfits (lines 2857-2858). When she 

first came out, she was uncomfortable with her more masculine qualities. Now, however, 

she embraces her physical structure and will emphasize her shoulders and her big arms 

and her height (line 3143) as a part of her transgender identity. As a transgender female 

who is currently in dialogue with her wife as to whether she will perform vaginal 

transition surgery, she has no connection to her penis (line 3082). The reasons for this, 
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according to Rica, are purely cosmetic and fashion-oriented, and have nothing to do with 

sex (3075). As a transgender female who is shedding the performance of being male 

(lines 3045-3047), she is in the process of training herself to move, dance, and talk more 

fluidly and femininely (lines 3054-3055) by taking dance classes and voice lessons from 

LGBTQ+ advocates in the community. 

Nate is a self-identified white male in his mid-30s who is married to a female and 

identifies as kind of cisgender (line 92), but feminine (line 188), straight (line 106), and 

monogamous. He conditionally states that he is straight by also saying that he identifies 

his sexuality with whom he’s partnered with (line 102). He grew up in a sports town as a 

musician (line 93) and his feminine nature made the town go round and round and round 

(line 96). In Nate’s mind, and often validated by reactions from others, his hand gestures, 

interests (e.g., sewing, crafting, music theater) and proclivity to cry in front of others 

comes across as feminine (line 98, 235), sometimes gay (line 77), and sometimes as a girl 

(line 163). 

Cindy is a white woman (line 498) in her 50s who is retiring from teaching at the 

end of the 2019-2020 school year. She is in a long-term monogamous relationship with 

her male spouse of about 30 years. Cindy was born with a birth defect that made her body 

asymmetrical, and because of this, did not want to be viewed as sexual (lines 471-472) 

until she was 17-18 years old. She had breast reduction surgery when she was in her early 

twenties to make her breasts symmetrical. She identifies as a nurturing (line 490) female 

who eagerly takes on the role of a mama figure (line 498) in and outside of the school 

context. During the interview, according to my researcher’s journal, I noted there was a 
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snowperson (she referred to it as a snowman) on her quintessential teacher’s winter 

sweater. And I complimented her apparel. Her response was that she dressed feminine 

and fun (line 528). Her outward appearance, for lack of better words, did come across as 

teacher-traditional; complete with long white hair, simple glasses, a dark blue button up 

sweater, and blue dress pants.  

Ella is a white self-identified straight woman (line 83) in her 40s. She is married 

to her male high school sweetheart (line 652). Like Cindy, she also identifies as the 

typical nurturing female (lines 779 & 883). Elsie is another white cisgender (line 1035) 

female who is unmarried but in a long term and committed partnership with a male 

(1083). As a child she wanted to present as more feminine (line 930) but felt unable to 

because she was not super gendered (line 938) at that time. 

Knowing the sexual configurations of each participant is important for several 

reasons. First, it lifts into view the varying and complex sexual configurations of each 

participant regardless of whether they identify as queer or nonqueer. This would 

necessarily be limited or mitigated within a more categorical or binary framework. 

Secondly, and related to this, it creates room for discussion on who counts as queer and 

who does not. It depicts the actual and lived experiences of self-identified queer and 

nonqueer participants as existing on a continuum of queerness, against a constant 

backdrop of heteronormativity. Finally, it shows the ways in which heteronormative 

structures work to fundamental impact the gender/sex and sexuality development of these 

eight participants. 
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Participants’ Experiences with Gender/Sex and/or Sexuality 

As van Anders (2015) stipulates in Sexual Configurations Theory, “terms like 

homosexual or heterosexual are a decision placed onto a sexual configuration rather than 

a property of it” (p. 1180). That is, the development of these constructs, as is often 

depicted through heteronormative, binary, and fixed-invoking language, fails to consider 

the actual, lived, and sometimes queer experiences and development of individuals. In 

this way, constructs that are typically explored through binary and mutually exclusive 

practices (such as homosexual or heterosexual) were dilated to provide the reader a 

deeper and necessarily more complex understanding of these participants’ own 

experiences with gender/sex and/or sexuality. This next section examines the 

heteronormatively projective ways in which these participants developed and continue to 

develop their unique gender/sex and/or sexual configurations.  

Each participant shared experiences involving their own gender/sex and/or 

sexuality development that spanned a range in age from four years-old to adulthood and 

the present time. Furthermore, participants most often shared their experiences in the 

context of “boy vs. girl”. As in, there was no continuum of thought in terms of gender 

development as children for these eight participants. I have identified three overarching 

themes associated with the participants’ own gender, sex, and sexuality development 

experiences:  

Theme 1: heteronormative cultural messages 

Theme 2: gender and sexuality development as polarized between boy vs. girl 

(i.e., not a continuum); and  
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Theme 3: gendered or sexualized activities that were done in private and/or to 

conceal gender/sexuality development 

Theme 1: Heteronormative cultural messages 

Each participant recounted experiences of receiving a barrage of cultural 

messages imbued with heteronormativity. Heteronormativity was a force each participant 

has experienced in their lifetimes in some form or another. Participants’ own experiences 

with hegemonic heteronormative forces pulsated in the areas of haircuts and hairstyles; 

frequency and type of hand movements or gestures; voice qualities; breast or chest size; 

level of tearfulness; clothing and undergarment options; color preferences; interest in arts, 

music and other creative domains; implanted visions of the future self and restricted 

visions of the current self as heteronormative; internalized beliefs of gender superiority 

and inferiority and homophobia; expression of opinions as productive or counter-

productive exclusively based on gender; work, play, and in/dependence as always 

gendered; and physicality of play. In one example, Elsie reflects on an experience she had 

with her friend as a four-year-old kindergartener (4K): 

When I was really little, I told my best friend…We were both fighting over a boy. 

(So, I guess this does come down to gender and this idea of marriage and how 

much we need to marry someone.) We were in 4K. My best friend and I were 

fighting over this boy and she happened to be Italian, and so her skin was darker 

than mine. And the boy was a super white boy. And I remember telling her she 

“couldn't marry him because she was too dark”. I remember thinking as I've 

grown older it was so horrible. I guess I knew it wasn't that kind thing to say, but I 
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also kind of thought it might be true. I guess they were so many messages that 

have been sent to me. First of all, it was okay to already be considering who I was 

going to marry in 4k. But also, the message that people who matched up love-

wise tended to look alike in some way. Although they couldn't be the same 

gender; they definitely had to be the same race or the same look.  

 

 This experience that Elsie shared with me is an example of the various 

heteronormative forces these participants felt– and succumbed to– as they were 

developing into gendered/sexed and sexual beings. This example is particularly 

interesting because it contrasts the heteronormative idea that people who get married 

must be of different genders against her conversely held belief as a child that they must 

be the same race or have the same skin color.  

 In turn, these hegemonic heteronormative forces manipulated or hindered 

participants’ development of themselves as gendered/sexed and sexual beings. Nate, a 

cisgender white male, who identifies as more feminine than most males, was made to 

wonder if he was gay; the heteronormative conflating of two components of one’s sexual 

configuration (i.e., gender and sexuality) and evocation of masculine normativity (van 

Anders, p. 1187). This was a recurring theme in Nate’s interview. Conversely, Cindy, an 

older cisgender white female, experienced the heavy force of feminine normativity that 

dictates women/females should feel dependent on a male to engage in more culturally 

identified male activities. In Cindy’s case, she was made to believe no one would date her 

because she could fix her own car (line 112). She was also made to feel like “damaged 
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goods'' (line 122) because she had asymmetrical breasts due to a physical difference she 

had since birth.  

Ella, another cisgender female, shared experiences showing she has a reflective 

understanding of feminine normativity in her own experiences. She embraces the more 

nurturing quality expected from females (line 788) and is cautious to share her ideas and 

opinions in professional settings (e.g., faculty meetings) because of the worry people will 

view her as just bitchy (line 823). This was further triangulated with Ella’s written 

response when she briefly states, “I feel pressure from the administration to be more 

docile than my male peers”. 

Elsie believed that her tall, gangly (line 936) body did not allow for her to present 

as more feminine as a child. That is, she was led to believe her body presented as overly 

masculine for more feminine clothing. In her mind as a child, clothes on a masculine 

body would break cultural heteronormative rules, and therefore she refrained from 

presenting more feminine.  

Halley, a queer lesbian, did not realize there were other options [than being 

straight] as a child (line 1431). She believes this was the catalyst for internalized 

homophobia (line 1740) that kept her from unearthing her lesbian identity until six years 

ago. She also attributes these forces to the reason she saw her future self as married to a 

man and having five children (line 669). She maintained this heteronormative vision of 

her future self even after she started dating her current female partner. As Halley told me 

during one of our interviews and triangulated it through her written response: 
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I had known about one gay character on tv - Jack from Will & Grace, and he 

wasn’t exactly the model for a monogamous lesbian future that I had needed. I 

didn’t know that I had the “choice” to be gay, when really, I wasn’t totally 

straight the entire time. I just needed to push past the internalized homophobia 

before I could see that I had crushes on girls too, pretty much my whole life. It 

just took a particularly cool looking blonde girl to make me realize it. I now 

identify as queer, and six years later, I’m still taking my cool, blonde partner on 

dates - just not to any frat parties (lines 1247-1252). 

 

Through her involvement in baseball as a child, Halley was made to believe her 

gender was inferior (line 1701). She was often ostracized from the boys during baseball 

practice; not even cajoling from the dads to get their boys to “just play catch with a girl” 

in exchange for a new toy dinosaur (line 922) would allow her to actively participate 

during baseball practices. Like Halley, Samantha, an intersexual and bisexual individual, 

learned from an early age that certain cultural rights were granted to boys that were not 

granted to other genders. She realized people treated her better than they treated her 

sister (line 2110) and used this knowledge as a power move (line 2111) to engage in the 

activities she innately enjoyed, regardless of her gender. She was allowed to do super 

cool shit (line 2013) like wrestling (line 1417) and running through construction sites 

(line 1389) if she had a bowl haircut (line 2103). Lindsay, a genderqueer lesbian, reduces 

herself to the gender-identify of female (i.e., girl) because of obstinate and persistent 

heteronormative forces in her life that have consistently dictated one must identify as 
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either a girl or a boy (line 927). And for Rica, a transgender-female, these hegemonic 

heteronormative forces instructed her to walk more stiffly, speak more deeply, dance less 

fluidly, wear less colorful and form-fitting clothing, and grow a full beard. These forces 

supported the repression of her transgender identity for nearly five decades. 

Theme 2: Polarized Gender and Sexual Development (boy vs. girl) 

Six of the eight participants recounting their own gender and/or sexuality 

development in ways that often invoked the premise of gender binary polarity. That is, 

they spoke in ways that lent themselves to the overly simplistic dichotomic view of girls 

vs/and boys.  

In Ella’s words, she grew up in a time when it was still either/or; either boy/girl; 

either same sex or different sex (line 305). As a child, Elsie understood that clothing was 

gendered (sparkly shoes, sporty shorts, line 458) and that she could only wear items that 

reflected her own gender. Samantha identified a time during her middle school years 

when she cut her hair short. Because of this singular action, a switch activated in her 

mind, transitioning her from feeling like a boy to a girl: I had short hair, so then I was a 

boy (line 1601). Halley referred to herself as the son that my dad never got (1229), which 

implies the heteronormative gender reversal necessary due to her enthusiasm toward 

many male-dominated activities (line 1322). And Rica learned of the strict lines that boys 

and girls were to never cross in kindergarten. Being laughed at because she wore boy’s 

underwear that did not fit cultural color rules (they were red and this unfortunate yellow, 

line 1709) provides one example of how indoctrination (line 1716) prevails in relation to 
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heteronormativity and polarizing gender beliefs. During our interview, Rica shared with 

me: 

My mother got me...I really wanted colorful underwear. Back then they had these 

boys’ underwear that were red, and I think an unfortunate yellow and blue. I was 

so excited when she got me those. But then I wore them to school and some 

students saw a little bit of it or something. You know when underwear can show a 

little when you're leaning over, or whatever? And it was like I would never wear 

them again because I realized I had crossed that line of what’s acceptable for boys 

and not acceptable for boys (lines 2528-2533). 

 

This is interesting since all but one participant in this study referenced an idea that 

culture has shifted toward greater acceptance of queerness and queer individuals. For 

example: 

I'm noticing that things have really shifted in the past two years. I can definitely 

see more people and students strongly gendered in one way or another and 

crossing gender norms in terms of things like clothing choices. Like sparkly stuff 

for guys, more athletic stuff for girls. Whereas, back in my day it, was much 

more, “Oh, [girls] have to have the cute little shoes in the frilly socks and 

ridiculousness.” Now you see it all crossed together like someone wearing 

something super sporty with his super sparkly pair of shoes. It just feels like 

children are free to be who they are and they're more judged based on who they 

are essentially. I've seen a shift (Elsie, lines 127-132). 
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The language used by teachers to share their own gender and sexuality 

development juxtaposed alongside the language used when describing gender, sex, and 

sexuality diversity in elementary schools bares evidence that gender binary polarity is a 

consistent theme across participants and time. Heteronormative forces are such that 

discussing gender, sex, and sexuality development as binary is still a common practice 

throughout participants’ discourse, even though, according to seven of the eight 

participants, times are changing and improving for queer students and staff.  

 

Theme 3: Construction of Gendered/Sexualized Closets 

 This theme was not as prevalent (3 out of 8) in the discourse, yet I believe still 

worthy of mentioning. The actual term “closet” as a place for hiding was not used by any 

of the participants. However, the notion of “coming out” [of the closet] based on 

gender/sex or sexuality was a common term uttered 58 times across all three of four 

queer participants, and zero times across all non-queer participants. Using the term 

“coming out” necessarily implies a constructed closet. Afterall, an individual must come 

out of somewhere. That somewhere is the closet. The closet, however, becomes an 

unidentified reality when we speak of coming out in this way. And just because– as in 

Cindy’s case– the term is not used, does not imply its nonexistence. To me, it more 

accurately implies that Cindy also has a coming out story but has not identified it as such.  

 Out of the three participants who engaged in this discourse, two were self-

identified queer participants (Rica and Samantha) and one was Cindy, a self-identified 
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heterosexual married woman. During our interviews, Cindy revealed experiences around 

the destructive heteronormative forces that impeded her development as a gendered/sexed 

and sexual individual. This gives credence to the idea that closets might not just be for 

queers. It can be said that many young humans– with or without an identification of being 

or feeling queer– begin constructing closets for elements of themselves that do not 

coincide with the strict parameters of heteronormativity.  

Using established heteronormative truisms, Cindy constructed her closet so that 

she would appear sexually disinterested. As Cindy puts it, I didn’t want people to see that 

I was a girly-girl or look at me sexually in any way (line 209). To reach this end, she 

engaged in activities that would break heteronormative rules; thus, severing any sexual 

desires others may have for her. Specifically, she acted as a tomboy, played baseball and 

football, would get into fights, and fix her own car (lines 210-214). This closet 

fundamentally altered her development as a gendered and sexual being. According to the 

experiences Cindy shared with me, she had to get to a point where she could handle 

someone looking at her in that way (line 477) so that she could come out of this closet of 

sexual repression. 

  Samantha’s closet centered around a discomfort for growing breasts and looking 

more like a curved human (line 2145). Potentially, this stems from her concern that she 

would no longer be allowed to do the really cool shit (line 1676) she was previously able 

to do (e.g., wrestle, play in construction sites) as a child, simply because she could pass 

as a boy. Knowing that breasts and curves are heteronormative indicators of female/girl 

meant, in her mind, she would no longer be able to engage in the childhood activities she 
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so cherished. And so, a closet was created. During our interview she told of a time in 

middle school when she would wear so many layers to hide the fact that she had breasts 

(line 2153). One such layer was an Old Navy zip-up vest (line 2153).  

 Rica started construction of her closet in kindergarten when she was mocked by 

other children for wearing an article of clothing that crossed a heteronormative gender 

line. In her closet, she learned how to walk really stiffly, show no movements, dance less 

fluidly (line 2476), cover up her body (line 2488), and wear masculine and loose-fitting 

clothing that did not match her transgender identity. Rica knew by the age of six that she 

had to hide her truth (line 2457) and could only sneak on a pair or two of her sister’s 

panties (line 2492) from time-to-time to feel more like herself. 

It’s not entirely surprising that queer participants might talk of the notion of 

closets when sharing experiences about their own gender, sex, and sexuality 

development, even though none of the interview questions directly attempted to elicit 

such a concept. The research questions that prompted participants to discuss such a 

notion were six and seven of the Foundational Questions: “Tell me some experiences 

about your own gender.” and “Tell me some experiences about your own sexuality.”  

The unique and complex gender/sex and sexual development of these participants 

serves as a backdrop as we further explore their experiences with the expression of these 

constructs in the elementary school setting.  

In Response to Question 2: How do these teachers attempt perform, express, or seek to 

hide their gender/sex and/or sexuality in front of their students? 
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Teachers Coming Out in Elementary School 

 What follows is a discussion of queer teacher-participants coming out– or the 

expression of non-normative gender, sex, and/or sexuality– in elementary schools. 

Essentially, this can also be viewed as a sort of the queer-teacher’s development as 

gendered/sexed and/or sexual beings in the context and confines of the elementary 

school. It is important to note that this set of four queer-identified participants involve 

one intersex and bisexual female, one transgender female, one genderqueer and lesbian, 

and one queer lesbian. The following five themes emerged and are discussed in this 

section: 

 Theme 1: coming out intentionally  

 Theme 2: coming out approaches 

 Theme 3: coming out as flexible and relational 

Theme 4: forced coming out 

 Theme 5: consequences of coming out 

Theme 1: Teacher Intentionality on Who to Come Out to In Elementary School Spaces 

Halley spent her first couple years as a new teacher in the closet, away from 

students, but out to some select teachers with whom she felt comfortable (line 1769). 

Then, when her school began implementing the Welcoming Schools curriculum (i.e., 

gender/sex and sexuality diversity), she decided to fully come out at that time (lines 

1781-1784). Currently, Halley navigates two different elementary schools. In one, she is 

out to all the older students and a few younger students (lines 1787). 
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After nudges from her wife, Lindsay came out to select teachers in the elementary 

setting by becoming friends on Facebook (lines 2002-2006). However, Lindsay has never 

come out to any students. Though Lindsay’s approach is to keep her sexual identity 

hidden from students, she has a deep desire to be out among adults in the elementary 

school setting. Like Lindsay, Rica received similar nudges from her wife to come out as 

transgender. As a part of her coming out process, Rica systematically, consecutively, and 

categorically came out as transgender to her principal, the school leadership team, the 

staff and faculty, the students, and then the broader school community.  

Samantha struggles with coming out as intersex because students don’t learn 

about genitals until 4th or 5th grade (line 1889) during a three-week human growth and 

development course. This is somewhat confirmed by the public artifact, “2020-2021 

District Policy Guide for Elementary Families”. Students in fifth grade should learn how 

to “Identify the human reproductive systems, including the external and internal body 

parts and understand there are natural variations in human bodies” (p. 68). However, 

learning about the reproductive components of humans is not taught at all prior to fifth 

grade. The silence of the curriculum compels Samantha to fall silent too and does not 

forthrightly come out to her students as intersex. 

The experiences, contemplations, considerations, and contexts that lead to 

intentional decisions to come out in elementary school spaces for these participants were 

numerous and varied. However, consistently across all queer participants, is the reality 

that coming out in this context is a carefully crafted and reflective decision made by each 

of these participants. Conclusively, the cognitive and reflexive demands placed on these 
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queer teachers as to how they can act and speak as themselves in the context of teaching 

and existing as a gender, sex, and/or sexual being in the elementary school environment 

is a robust theme in this research. 

Theme 2: Teacher Intentionality on the Approach to Coming Out in Elementary 

School Settings 

Not only did queer participants cogently identify to whom they intentionally 

expressed their non-normative gender, sex, and/or sexuality in elementary school spaces, 

they elaborated on their approaches as well. Carefully constructed approaches to coming 

out as they relate to deliberate use of language and preplanned public displays that were 

designed for specific audiences were ways in which queer teacher participants revealed 

their queer identity to others in elementary school spaces they inhabit. 

Samantha’s approach is based on her use of language. For instance, she feels 

weird (line 1885) about using the term bisexual with her student. Instead, she opts to 

define the term in her own language– I’m just attracted to both men and women (line 

1885)– or provide examples of how she is bisexual by recollecting a crush on a 

particular girl or her first girlfriend in high school (line 1884), circumventing the use of 

the term bisexual with her students. And in terms of her intersexuality, Samantha will tell 

her students that if the doctor were able to see inside my body, they would have guessed I 

was both [a boy and a girl] (line 1895), instead of specifically naming her intersexual 

status. 

Halley recalls a year she chose to come out on the first day of school to her class 

by presenting a picture of her and her girlfriend to the students as a part of the get to 
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know your teacher slides she prepared. Rica engaged in a similar approach that involved 

the intentional use of publicly displaying one’s non-heteronormative gender-identity. 

During a faculty meeting, Rica came out as transgender to the staff at her school by 

reading a letter she wrote about who she was (line 1871): 

My principal is so great. This was so lovely. We have a staff meeting every 

second Monday. The whole system is very organized like that. At the end of one 

of these staff meetings, a video of slides shows up on the screen. The very last 

slide said, “A beautiful story”. It didn't say anything else. And when the 

leadership team got to that point they said, “Rica”. She was my new name, and 

nobody really knew who that was. They said, Rica has a beautiful story to share. 

The teachers were like who...what? You see, the leadership team already knew. 

So, I stood up and half cried, and half read my letter of who I was 

 

With the approval of the principal and other leaders in the school, Rica shared her 

coming out story via a recording of her reading “They Call Me Mx” that was shared to 

each classroom in the school and subsequently with the broader community. Rica started 

with wearing more feminine clothes to school (e.g., Gap jeans from the women's section 

and Hawaiian shirts). She also started wearing a bit of makeup. Rica’s wife changed her 

own first and last name in college due to an abusive upbringing. It was meant to be 

strong, like “Iron” as a medal. As another process of coming out, Rica changed her 

maiden name and took on her wife’s last name.  
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A more public decision to be out was presented to Rica the summer before the 

2019 school year. She was in the middle of updating her wardrobe to match her as a 

transgender female. Rica decided it was time to feel comfortable enough with herself to 

wear a skirt around the students and staff at school. Rica thought, “...if I don't do it now, 

I'm not gonna do it. So, I wore a skirt to … [the back-to-school picnic in September” (line 

2638). Now, the “boyish” things she wears to school are “jeans and heels” (lines 2639-

2640). 

Lindsay decided to move beyond casually inserting the term wife during small 

conversations with colleagues by publicly outing herself during the initial interview for 

her current job in the district as a way to buffer potential future backlash from staff and 

the school community for being a genderqueer lesbian as an elementary school teacher. 

In desiring to relieve herself of feeling angry about all this (line 548) secrecy and school 

community disapproval of her queer identity, Lindsay recalls during our interview: 

At the interview for this district I talked about my wife to be upfront about it from 

the beginning, so I didn't have to deal with any of that (lines 387-388). 

 

Theme 3: Coming Out as a Flexible and Relational Process 

Halley routinely comes out to other staff members if they come out first. Halley 

will also casually come out in conversation by inserting the term “girlfriend” or “partner” 

(line 1804). This conditional reciprocation of coming out was also expressed by Lindsay, 

who comes out to other staff members during passing conversations in which she will 

insert the term “wife”. However, “eventually,” Lindsay shares, “as I get to know the other 
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person, and they know me, and see me as a fellow human being” (lines 2067-2068), she 

gains a certain level of trust that allows her to come out as a lesbian. Both Halley and 

Lindsay seem to systematically and thoughtfully oscillate in reference to being out or 

closeted based on how they perceive others will respond or react. 

Teachers at Lindsay’s previous school in another district advised her not to come 

out because “the parents will hate that, and the administration will not support you” (line 

1971). It is this type of discourse that has Lindsay constantly reflecting on queer identity 

disclosure in the elementary school spaces she occupies. Lindsay leans on her intuitive 

nature to determine with whom it is safe to come out to. The perception of unsupportive 

parents– as expressed by other elementary school teachers– was evidence that Lindsay 

used to keep her lesbian identity hidden from students. Though she still does not post a 

picture of her and her wife on her desk at work because she is “still overly cautious of 

what parents will think” (line 1411), she does feel more comfortable in her new school 

environment and believes that staff and others accept her queerness (line 2058). 

For Rica, the process of moving from hiding to expressing (e.g., coming out of the 

closet) started three decades ago, soon after she married her wife. This coming out to her 

wife began as showing and expressing a desire to wear more feminine clothes, a deep 

desire to dance fluidly, and to sing (2535-2537). Put succinctly, it was her “desire to just 

recognize who she was but couldn't fully say it” (lines 2537-2538).  

Rica was in some parts of the closet as a fully transgender female until two years 

ago. It would be inappropriate to name this coming out of the closet as anything but a 

process. For some, coming out may function as a single act or statement said publicly 



Texas Tech University, David L. Goss, May 2021 

115 

 

regardless of context or environment. For Rica, it was a process, which very much aligns 

with a fundamental belief in herself: she lives in this moment… “and not a future 

moment, not a past moment” (line 2876). For Rica, fundamentally speaking, life in and of 

itself is lived as and through a process. So, her coming out is very much a reflection of 

this ontological stance.  

The human catalyst for formally coming out as transgender was Rica’s wife who 

demanded, “Let's stop hiding it. Let’s embrace it” (line 809). Rica recalls, it was this 

interaction with her wife that helped her step forward (lines 2573-2578). Rica’s coming 

out decisions reflect her own identity as a person who is always becoming, are 

procedural, and made in relation to her wife, in a context that is now more supportive of 

transgender people. In Rica’s words: 

 

The moments that led to my fully coming out were partly because of an increased 

acceptance and society of transgender people, even though there's a lot of anger 

and hatred in the world. Right. [yup. Yup.] but there is more acceptance (line 

1957-1959). 

 

As this theme highlights, coming out a dynamic process for these queer 

participants that involves deep self-reflection and occurs in perceived or actual relation to 

others. During our interviews together, participants talked beyond the processes and 

reactions to expressing queer their gender/sex and/or sexual configurations in the 
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elementary setting, and toward their beliefs about why being an out, queer educator in 

these spaces is important. 

 

In Response to Question 3: What experiences do these teachers have in relation to the 

intersectionality of their gender/sex and/or sexuality and teacher identity?  

 

Theme 4: Forced Coming Out 

Theme one–queer participant intentionality of coming out–stands in contrast to a 

reality that has already been named in previous research and was supported in this current 

project. Research has already shown (for example, Van Laer, 2018) that there are more 

ways queer individuals come out that reach beyond the intentional and thoughtful 

decisions to express non-normative gender, sex, and/or sexuality. In many instances, 

other individuals work to forcibly out queer individuals across various contexts. Van 

Laer’s 2018 work on the role of co-workers in the production of (homo)sexuality at work 

showed us the different ways employees attempt to sexualize their queer colleagues. 

They identified three ways that others attempt to uncover queer identities in the 

workplace: attribution, evocation, and circulation. The data from this project adds 

evidence to suggest this is also true for the participants in my study in the elementary 

school setting. In this way, even our elementary students and those who teach them, have 

a desire to genderize and make visible the sexuality of, especially, queer participants. 

One caveat to this worthy of nothing is attempts from Nate’s elementary-aged 

students to forcibly out him as gay (attempted attribution), though he is a self-identified 
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straight, cisgender male. Even in Nate’s experiences, not fitting the heteronormative mold 

of masculinity, causes his students to frequently inquire into his sexuality as a potential 

gay male. As Nate recalls in the interview: 

I was correcting some behavior in the classroom; I was being pretty firm overall. 

I'm mostly Italian, so I talk with my hands a lot, and one new student to the school 

asked why I was flipping around my hands so much. And I said, “I'm talking with 

my hands because I'm part Italian”. And the student said, “but it looks like a girl.” 

And I said, “Well, it's okay. And I'm more of a sensitive kind of guy”. So, we're 

having this little conversation. I told him I would check back in later. Thinking 

about piano, my fingers are always moving. That's my main instrument. 

Sometimes it might be a nervous tic too, I don't know (line 62-67). 

 

In my researcher’s journal I noted: 

 

Nate is the type of person that will move his hand toward his coffee to take a sip 

and suddenly realize there is more of a story to tell. So, he will, almost in a 

subconscious, knee jerk reaction, retract his hands from reaching for his coffee 

and use them to expressively continue with a rather entertaining and delightful 

story. 

 

Nate attempts to justify his hand movements by telling his students he’s more 

sensitive and part Italian. In relation to this experience, he reflects that piano is his major 
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instrument which requires extensive and intricate hand manipulation which increases his 

girlish hand movements. Finally, he jokes to me that his hand movements could simply 

be a potential nervous tick. All of these seem Nate’s efforts to counter the 

heteronormative belief these students have that expressive hand gestures are a gender 

marker and reserved just for girls. They are for Italians, people who play piano, people 

with nervous tics, or for males who might be more sensitive than our culture expects.  

Halley vividly recalls the experience of being outed as lesbian by other students 

through the grapevine (Hal, line 1463) at one of her schools. This is what Van Laer 

describes as relations of circulation. As this experience of circulation is told by Halley 

during our interviews: 

Through the course of the year I was out to some people. There were some 

students that I didn't actively out myself to. Through the grapevine, people talk, 

and they out you. And his parents had a huge problem with it. And then that 

whole group of students also had a huge problem with it. Because that's how they 

were all connected through church. If the head student's parents run the church 

and are very up in arms about it, then everybody else is too (lines 1463-1466). 

Lindsay provides us with more examples of evocation from her own experience as 

a queer elementary teacher. A coworker catches Lindsay and her wife enjoying dinner in 

town. The next day, this coworker “actually and literally pushed me into a room, closed 

the door, and said, ‘You're gay, aren't you?’” (lines 1878-1879). Lindsay was careful with 

who she friended on Facebook. She even checked her privacy settings (line 1905-1906) 

to make sure only certain people could view her pictures and profile. However, 
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unbeknownst to her, more people were able to view her profile than she knew. One 

coworker, who was able to view Lindsay’s own gay wedding pictures from the previous 

weekend, pulled her into his office and outed her by congratulating her on the wedding 

commitment. Though another example of being outed by others, “It was super sweet,” 

(line 1912) Lindsay reminisces. The fact that Lindsay is, in both experiences, forced from 

a public space in the elementary school setting to the more private setting of a room or an 

office is a nuance that indicates the colleagues know this should be kept a secret, yet want 

to forcibly out her in secrecy.  

Another unique way that Lindsay felt nearly outed was during a professional 

development learning opportunity– which Lindsay refers to as a gender reveal party (line 

521)– that centered on understanding gender as a diversity that teachers will inevitably 

see in their own classrooms. The presenter, who happened to have a child of their own 

who was transgender, instructed everyone at the start of the training to make sure that 

there are a representative number of people of different genders at each table. The 

presenter stated, “I want to make sure you have males, females, and others'' (line 1930). 

A coworker, who knew Lindsay did genuinely identify as a girl (line 1933) or female 

yelled, “there are more than two genders?” (line 1931). To Lindsay, someone who has 

always felt “genderqueer” (line 1811), this was a difficult position as she perceived she 

could be outed as the “other” at her table during this professional development. This, as I 

should restate, occurring during a gender-diversity professional development. In this 

instance, it is difficult to ascertain whether this was an attempt at evocation or if it was 

just a passing comment made by this coworker. In any event, Lindsay felt that this 
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individual was attempting to evoke her queer gender identity during this professional 

learning experience. 

Rica is currently immune to forcible outing because, as she reminds me frequently 

during our interviews together, deciding to come out last year means that her transgender 

female identity is a part of the school’s current public domain of knowledge. What I 

mean is that her closet from which to come out of is currently intangible precisely due to 

the physical and public nature of her newly embraced identity (what she describes as her 

building personality, line 1635). Other public data sources triangulate the reality that Rica 

is known as a transgender woman in her own elementary school, in the broader district 

community, and even nationally. However, as students and staff transition in and out of 

her current elementary school, opportunities to remain in the transgender closet will more 

than likely present themselves. One hint of this reality is an experience Rica shares with 

me regarding a new student at her school. What follows is a clear example of perceived 

relations of circulation in which students are sharing information to one another about 

Rica’s publicly known female transgender identity: 

We had a new girl come into school in November and she hadn't seen me yet. 

This is a really common thing. The students who haven’t seen me yet kind of are 

shocked at first. I went to the gym where students go in the morning to play 

basketball. They see a man in a dress. That’s their first thought when they see me. 

They see my voice, my shoulders. I’m getting better. This was a fifth grader. The 

others aren’t quite sure. I don’t quite fit and they’re not sure what it is. That's 

heteronormativity. They want me to be male or female. So, this girl is up there, 
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and she looks over, she’s not sure who I am. Some of it’s that. She’s looking at 

me and turns to her buddy who’s the tallest black girl in the school...This girl 

glances over, turns to the new person, says something and it’s done. I don’t know 

what they said. It was probably like, “Oh yea, that’s just Ms. Iron” (lines 1913-

1922). 

 

Theme 5: Consequences of Coming Out 

A fellow queer elementary teacher once told Hal 

 

I should never hide who I am, and to be out and proud and if anyone had a 

problem with it then fuck ‘em (lines 1673-1674). 

 

All four queer participants (Hal, Lindsey, Rica, and Sam) have experienced some 

amount of negative impact brought on by coming out or being outed by others in their 

elementary schools. For some queer teachers, a “fuck ‘em” all approach may be the 

method by which they navigate being queer in elementary school spaces. However, 

coming out or being outed is not without its difficulties and, as exemplified through these 

participants, often a choice that queer teachers think about very deeply. As Lindsey 

reflects, “the amount of energy wrapped up in this [coming out], however, is staggering 

at times” (line 1971). 

Sam worries that the term “bi-sexual” brings with it an opportunity for 

miscommunication that the terms “gay” and “lesbian” do not bring with them. More 
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specifically, in her words, “I feel weird about the fact that gay and lesbian don't have the 

word sexuality in them, and bisexual does” (lines 2359-2360). And this perceived worry 

has been validated at least once during her tenure as a teacher when she “lost a student on 

my caseload because their parents didn't want them working with those people” (lines 

2366-2367).  

 Halley also lost students as a teacher under her care due to having a queer 

orientation. In one instance, a student was moved classes due to being forced out of the 

queer closet. After being outed “through the grapevine,” a group of students began 

bullying Halley in her school space. Also, as a result of being outed, 6-8 sets of parents 

requested that their child be removed from her class (lines 1162-1466). During another 

school year–after coming out via a slideshow that depicted a picture of her, her cat, and 

her girlfriend–one student in her class began using this knowledge to verbally accost her. 

This culminated in the student calling Halley a faggot and eventually being removed 

from her class. 

 These types of experiences have been noted in other research projects. For 

instance, Hermann-Wilmarth and Ryan’s (2019) case study of two female elementary 

educators who work toward gender/sex and sexual inclusivity in their 4th and 5th grade 

language arts classes shows us that these educators were confronted with resistant and 

critical parents when they attempted to integrate LGBTQ+ topics into their curriculum. 

They were approached by disgruntled parents for teaching about the multiple meanings of 

the word queer in the context of literature (i.e., The Witches, by Roald Dahl) or by 

reading literature with a male transgender character (i.e., George, by Alex Gino). To 
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accommodate parents’ displeasures, these two teachers allowed for these students to 

engage in alternative learning activities that did not require the student to learn about 

gender/sex and/or sexuality diversity in the upper-elementary setting. The circumventions 

outlined in this research project, by Samantha and Halley, and those recorded by 

Hermann-Wilmarth and Ryan (2019) show how the elementary school setting often 

works to silence queer individuals by moving students who have queer teachers to the 

classrooms of nonqueer educators. It also shows that queerness in the curriculum can be 

silenced simply by allowing students to engage in alternate learning experiences. 

 Rica admits when she read her coming out letter to the staff at an after-school 

faculty meeting, “people were accepting and welcoming. Mostly...there’s maybe five that 

aren’t really quite sure what's going on. One was actively opposed” (lines 2658-22659). 

In Rica’s additional written response, she states: 

I have some students who come primed to hate folx like me. I’ve had three 

students refuse to come to my classroom (back when our classes were live!).  

 

As of this writing, there are 10 national public documents by the “hate media'' 

(Rica, line 2615) that have lambasted Rica for coming out to children and staff at her 

elementary school. Rica’s coming out as transgender female has also stirred a national 

debate on transgender restroom use after a family from her school “complained about me 

using the bathroom across the hall from me” (lines 2875-2876). Out of all four queer 

participants, Rica most closely aligns with the “fuck ‘em” all approach of being a queer 

teacher in elementary school (line 2923). But in reflection, one must wonder if this 
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approach is the only one available to Rica given the nature of coming out as a transgender 

female. That is, unlike Halley who is straight passing, or Lindsay who often is surprised 

to discover colleagues were unaware of her (closeted) lesbian status, or Samantha who 

avoids disclosure of her intersexuality and carefully tiptoes language used with students 

to identify as bisexual, Rica publicly moved from one end of the gender spectrum 

(masculine performing male) to the other end (feminine presenting transgender female). 

And, choosing not to switch schools— to start over with an open secret–much like her 

sister-in-law did as a transgender female in the 1970s (line 1964) – it seems that Rica 

must embrace the “fuck ‘em” all approach.  

 

“To be clear, I gave up my last secret when I came out. I don’t do secrets. We are 

going to talk. I’m gonna be out there. It’s who I am” (line 2756-2757). 

 

Power and Privilege 

 The intersectionality of power and privilege related to gender/sex, and sexuality, 

all within the jurisdiction of heteronormativity, became a prominent potential and 

emerging theme early in the initial open-coding process. None of the research questions 

specifically elicited this discourse from participants. Participants spoke of power and 

privilege in the context of their own development as gendered/sexed and sexualized 

beings, as well as in the context of the elementary school setting. 

 The power and privilege that Rica lost as a newly out transgender female was 

abundantly evident during our interviews together. First, Rica understands that making a 
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choice to give up the male privilege she once had as a straight-passing white male is an 

affront to people, and uses Mercury Stardust, a local transgender Burlesque performer, to 

make her point: 

[Mercury Stardust] is facing hatred from people who really don’t like the idea of a 

person born man giving up male privilege. Giving up male privilege is an affront 

to people (line 30023-3005). 

 

Rica and Mercury Stardust both situate themselves as performers (one at a local 

public elementary school and one who performs routinely at local nightclubs) in public 

spaces who recently made the open transition from male to transgender female. In her 

2020 public article, Mercury Stardust shares: 

From a bird’s eye view, the idea of a transwoman in the middle of her transition 

performing burlesque may be confusing. Trust me when I say, it has been much 

more confusing for me. I was a well-established performer before I announced to 

the world that I am a woman. Burlesque has been both a way to come to terms 

with my identity and a way to hide that identity. Somewhere in the midst of all 

that the truth is, I didn’t find burlesque, burlesque found me (Stardust, 2020). 

 

 Rica has vocalized her process of coming out in public arenas that go beyond the 

elementary schoolhouse. She has shared her journey by way of interviews with regional 

and state news sources and routinely publishes writings that reveal her experiences as a 

recently out transgender female elementary school teacher. I am left to wonder if Rica 
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and Mercury Stardust share the same sentiment. Did the confines of heteronormativity in 

the space of her elementary school function as, both, “a way to hide that [transgender 

female] identity” and as a way to “come to terms with identity,” like the performance of 

Burlesque did for Mercury Stardust?  

Rica shared examples of the privileges she lost. One such example is that she is 

no longer able to walk into any random bar without a pride flag (line 2866). Even though 

Rica admits she lives in a progressive section in a liberal city (line 2864), she is no 

longer able to freely frequent queer-hostile places. During one visit to a local 

establishment, people started snapping photos and giggling (line 2870) at her and her 

wife while they were enjoying beverages and conversation together. This, she believes, 

contrasts with what occurs around power and privilege with transgender men. For 

example, Rica shared with me her belief that having a lower voice is a sign of power. 

Transgender men, according to Rica, take hormones and develop a lower voice registry 

and facial hair as a result. This role reversal is something that she has noticed as a 

recently out transgender female. In Rica’s words: 

My voice feels masculine for me and I want to have an androgynous or feminine 

quality that doesn’t scream man. My body and face do, so I’d like that piece to be 

more feminine. I’m not gonna worry about it if I can’t get it. Transgender men’s 

voice changes vocal cords deepen when they start hormones. Transwomen don’t 

get that. The only way to do that is to practice…. My resonance comes from back 

here. I’m trying to bring it forward into the front of my mouth. So, I’m trying to 

learn (lines 2755-2760). 
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As we can see, Rica is deeply in tune with the presumptive heteronormative 

certainty that provides culturally identified males with privileges that are not distributed 

to other non-male genders. She places this in relation to herself as a former male-

presenting individual, and in contrast with a male transgender who, by virtue of 

heteronormativity, subsumes the heteronormatively granted privilege she lost. At the 

same time, she is deeply in tune with her new reality of being the target of potential and 

real transphobic marginalization as a transgender female. Transphobia, which is also 

undergirded by the inner workings of heteronormativity. Finally, she overlays 

heteronormative identity markers she feels are beyond her control (i.e., body and face) 

with one she can (i.e., her voice). In this way, she effectively employs heteronormative 

models to inform her identity-making as a transgender female. This showcases the 

ubiquitous role heteronormativity plays in the manipulation of power and privilege and 

the awareness of and engagement in this process. 

Halley discovered that her female gender was fundamentally and unalterably 

inferior to the male gender by the age of five. This was especially prominent in our 

interviews when she spoke of her experiences playing baseball as a child. This was also 

triangulated through Halley’s subsequent written response to the interview questions. No 

amount of skill in baseball that Halley possessed could prove to the other male children 

on her team that she was a valuable player. This was a privilege that she was not allowed, 

despite constant efforts as a child to fit in with males on her baseball team. As Halley 

recalls: 
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Then I realized it was because I am the girl. It wasn't, “Go play catch with Haley,” 

it was “Go play catch with the girl.” The emphasis was on the fact that I was a girl 

and that's when it dawned on me. That's why nobody wanted to play catch with 

me because they have these preconceived ideas about girls in baseball (line 1664) 

 

Samantha also believed that her female gender was inferior to the male gender at 

a young age. Samantha’s response as a child was to engage in this dynamic of power and 

privilege by dressing in certain, more culturally identified masculine ways and keeping 

her hair short. This allowed her to then engage in those activities that privileged males. 

As Samantha remembers during our interview: 

My dad would take me to the garage and teach me how to use power tools. My 

mom would take Danny [sister] into the kitchen and teach her how to make 

cookies or whatever. We grew up in Waunakee which was much smaller back 

then. The whole town thought I was a little five-year-old boy running around and 

I got to do stuff that Danny would get in trouble for, like running through 

construction sites. It became a power move. The fact that people treated me better 

than they treated her. I still think about that a lot (line 2237-2241). 

This knowledge of the hegemonic inalterability of female gender inferiority 

impacts her decisions on appearance even as an adult. Samantha will change into more 

masculine-appearing clothes when, for example, going to a hardware store: 
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When I get home and I'm going to the hardware store, I will always change my 

clothes and it annoys me. I know I'm doing it to be treated better. That pisses me 

off because I should not have to care (line 2244-2246). 

 

 Halley and Samantha learned at a young age there were certain spaces (e.g., 

baseball fields, construction sites) that were uninhabitable to culturally identified female 

children. However, they differed in their approaches to enter and navigate these gender 

exclusive places. Halley attempted to gain entry and acceptance into the world of male-

dominated baseball as a female child by constantly improving her baseball skills, while 

simultaneously signifying to the others that she shared similar interests (e.g., dinosaurs). 

According to her interviews and follow-up written responses, Halley never managed to 

gain full entrance into this space; showing us the potentially impenetrable boundaries one 

is never allowed to cross based on gender. Samantha took a different approach by making 

efforts to pass as a boy in places where she knew only boys were allowed (e.g., 

construction sites, garages). Samantha entered a gender-exclusive space by simply 

passing as the gender that heteronormativity would support. This proved successful until 

her physical development created a disjuncture between her culturally perceived gender 

and the gender allowed within that space. In both instances, attempts to prove 

heteronormativity wrong (in Halley’s case) or to simply blend in (in Samantha’s case) 

were not enough to gain full and permanent entry into a space that is occupied by the 

permitted heteronormative male gender. 
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 In thinking about how her gender impacts her teaching, Cindy talked of power 

and privilege centered on certain de facto rights that have been given to her as a self-

identified nurturing female educator to hug and physically embrace children. According 

to Cindy, because she is a female, she can hug children freely and allow them to sit on 

her lap. This, in Cindy’s view, is a privilege she possesses that is not given to male 

elementary educators. Almost to justify this de facto privilege, Cindy names a case in 

which a male high school teacher in this district placed cameras in hotel bathrooms to 

collect pornographic footage of his female students. To triangulate this, I found a public 

news article which identified the individual as a white male who placed cameras in air 

fresheners and smoke detectors in the hotel rooms of female students during a regionally 

based field trip. To further support the claim, Cindy tells me: 

I think the number of female teachers that get blamed for inappropriate contact 

with children is miniscule compared to the number of male teachers that get 

accused of it. You look at the major cases that come across the courts; there are 

many more male teachers or male figures in charge of children...There have been 

a couple of cases in grade schools and middle schools in Madison over the last 

twenty years. The only female teacher that comes to mind is Mary K. Lautorno. 

I’ve heard of two female cases. The number of male cases is much larger and that 

contributes to men having a much more hands-off approach (lines 517-522). 

 

  



Texas Tech University, David L. Goss, May 2021 

131 

 

Elsie echoed this sentiment during her interview as well: 

As a male teacher you have to be way more careful...They can't have students in 

their laps and things like that and I totally understand why. From a cultural 

perspective, from a self-protection preservation standpoint. You don't know what 

parents might feel or get (lines 1211-1213). 

 

It should be noted that Elsie uses very strong language (i.e., male teachers 

can’t…) that establishes this privilege-differential of affectionately touching children 

based on teacher gender as a matter of fact; as a natural law that must be followed. 

Though Elsie does this, she also understands how this might confuse elementary-aged 

children who can affectionately touch some adults at school but not others: 

But it is a whole other piece and it does seem really confusing. Especially to the 

students. To the students it seems natural. Like if they want to show connection or 

affection, they do it physically. It's weird to be shunned by one person and 

embraced by someone else (lines 1215-1218). 

  

 Finally, regarding the topic of male elementary school teachers engaged in 

affectionate touch with children, Cindy and Elsie were both speaking from a place of 

concern for their male teacher counterparts. To lift this up, Cindy shared: 

[Male elementary school teachers] don’t want to be put in a position where 

someone will say they did something wrong (lines 504-505). 
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And Elsie further elaborates on Cindy’s concern: 

[Male elementary school teachers] can't have students in their laps and things like 

that, and I totally understand why from a cultural perspective; from a self-

protection preservation standpoint. You don't know what parents might feel or 

get. I've never had a direct conversation with any of my male student teachers 

about this. But it is a thing I noticed that they do. Whatever you need to do, I 

support you (lines 1212-1215). 

  

 All of this speaks to the over-sexualization of culturally identified males and the 

inverse and absolute removal of this in culturally identified females. A child sitting in the 

lap of a female teacher and a male teacher giving a student a “handshake, fist bump, or 

high five” seem to be the physical limitations of what one can and cannot do with 

students based on gender in the elementary school setting. In speaking in heteronormative 

terms, it is apparent that the male teacher might not wish to venture into the female 

experience of letting children sit in their lap. But, is the reverse also true then? That is, 

the question then turns to what females ought to do or not do based on gender. Since, in 

Cindy and Ella’s experiences, female teachers are permitted to affectionately hold 

children and male teachers are not. Does this mean female teachers are not allowed to 

provide less affection than that of an affection hold? Is it also then a heteronormative 

transgression for the female teacher to only allow for a “handshake, fist bump, or high 

five”? Is it a female privilege to affectionately embrace children in elementary school 

spaces, or is it just a ruse of heteronormativity?  
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A current national debate is raging over which restroom transgender individuals 

are allowed and ought to use. And though the idea of bathroom use and the affectionate 

touch of children seems tangential or even unrelated, a pervasive fear exists that 

culturally identified males are more likely to touch children inappropriately than 

culturally identified females. This is demonstrated in the recent concerns that some 

parents have brought to the district and public’s attention regarding which bathroom Rica 

can use in her school space. This triangulated in a legal document connected to a lawsuit 

against the district regarding the rights of parents to police a child’s own gender 

identification at school. This document supports the idea that female bathrooms should be 

safe spaces for biological women, thus logically implying the mere presence of a 

transgender female in a female bathroom is inherently unsafe. It is further triangulated in 

broader public discourse by the district’s teacher union which unequivocally supports the 

right of transgender people to use the bathroom that most closely aligns with their gender. 

The demand letter states, “It is common practice for adults to use multi-stall restrooms, 

any policy directing staff at schools employing transgender identifying staff is clearly 

targeted and violates the district’s commitment to inclusive, welcoming and 

discriminatory free environments”. Nate spoke at length about bathroom use at his 

elementary school during our interviews. Nate is also aware of the erotic-normative fear 

that males are more likely to touch children sexually, be it in classrooms or in elementary 

bathrooms, when he states: 
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 I will go to the all gender bathroom when I need to because it's not too far down 

the hall. I would much prefer that over using the student bathroom if possible so 

that there is no gray area. (line 262-264).  

 

 But I believe heteronormativity works remarkably well at turning this gray area 

into a dark line that mandates what is and isn’t allowed and immutably names who is and 

isn’t sexual. In Nate’s case, he is a male and understands that males might be construed 

as overly sexual beings who work among children in the context of elementary school. 

The heteronormative forces in Rica’s case work toward claiming her as a male; who is 

attempting to pass as female; and only because of his overly sexual male nature. And so, 

Rica’s desire to use the restroom that matches her gender is actually and only because of 

the heteronormative sexualization of males, regardless of their gender. 

 During the interviews, Nate, Elsie, and Ella all discussed a reflective awareness 

around being white, cisgender elementary school teachers and how they potentially bring 

heteronormative views that might inadvertently lead to the othering of children in the 

elementary spaces they occupy. As Nate shared with me: 

I tend to have a front thought of am I presenting this only in one way? And if so 

why? And how can I make sure to be inclusive? I don't want somebody to say this 

is only the one way and the one perspective. Because everybody is valued in my 

classroom. And I'm hoping that I presented that. I'm sure there are days that I am 

better at that than others. Being conscious of being a white, straight male has its 
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own implications. And we need to be conscious so that there's not an “othering” 

perspective going on (lines 128-133). 

 

 These three participants also expressed awareness of either being a part of a 

minority gender– the case of Nate– or a majority gender–in the case of Elsie and Ella– in 

their elementary environments as well. Though someone like Nate is a statistical minority 

in his school environment as a male, Samantha and Ella both shed light on their 

experiences of male power and dominance in their elementary schools vis-a-vis 

continued deference to the minority male opinion; support or enthusiasm of expressed 

male opinion even though the same had been previously iterated and ignored by a female 

colleague; a preponderance of female colleagues who might disagree with a statement 

made by a male colleague yet remain silent; and males generally given more airtime 

during meetings and school conversations. This excerpt from Ella’s interview, which was 

triangulated with her written responses, highlights this: 

In the elementary school setting...I don't know what percentage...but let's say 95% 

of our staff are white females. So, there's still a lot...the few male voices we have 

get more airtime. In some ways they are a minority. But there is still very much 

that deferring to males. I will look around and be like there are ten of us females 

here that disagree with him, but we are all going to sit here and nod (lines 823-

826). 
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As this section shows, heteronormative forces provided the conditions in which 

participants attended to the power and privilege that is granted or taken away based on 

one’s culturally identified gender/sex and/or sexuality in and outside the context of the 

elementary school. Participants spoke of power and privilege gained or lost based on 

gender/sex, context-dependent heteronormative messages of gender/sex inferiority and 

superiority, and actions/reactions to circumvent these power and privilege structures. 

Power and privilege, always within the confines of heteronormativity, was also discussed 

in reference to what elementary school teachers are allowed to do (e.g., affectionately 

embrace children) and what spaces they are allowed to occupy (e.g., female restrooms), 

based on one’s culturally-perceived gender/sex in school spaces. 

 

In Response to Question 4: In what qualitatively different ways and extents do these 

queer and nonqueer participants go about confronting issues of normalized gender/sex 

and/or sexuality and heteronormativity in the elementary school setting considering 

their unique gender/sex and/or sexual configurations? 

 

The Power of Coming Out 

Queer participants shared many beliefs related to the benefits of coming out in 

elementary school spaces. Rica and Halley shared experiences with increased specificity 

in queer language and terminology their students used when identifying queer individuals 

was a benefit for them. Rica shared beliefs that being an out transgender female teacher 

has promoted an overall greater acceptance of queer individuals–either named/known or 
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unnamed/unknown– at her elementary school. In Rica’s mind, it has also helped other 

non-heteronormative children to step forward and begin exploring their own diverse 

gender/sex and sexualities. Finally, Halley adds to Rica’s point by sharing her belief that 

it is especially important to come out for all students, and not just those who are queer or 

queer-becoming.  

Coming out to her classroom of 18 students was a bit nerve racking as there is a 

real and perceived backlash from students and families. However, Halley outed herself as 

a lesbian on the first day of school via a slideshow that depicted a picture of herself, her 

partner, and their “tuxedo” (line 1448) cat. Out of the 18 students– and their families, 

Halley surmises– 17 were not “vocally opposed” (line 1581). Halley believes that, 

because she named her identity as a lesbian in the classroom, the often-used term weird to 

describe LGBTQ+ stimulus in the classroom (e.g., literature, current events, Hal) 

changed to depict the stimulus more accurately in question. For example, students 

transitioned from using the term weird to saying, “oh this person is transgender, and that's 

okay,” not weird (lines 1303-1308). In this way, a benefit of being a queer and out 

elementary school teacher is the potential to change the vernacular used in the elementary 

school environment to describe (vilify, marginalize, make “other”) those in the LGBTQ+ 

community.  

Rica’s experiences have also shown her that the power of specific language is 

beneficial for students so that they can begin using specific queer terms (lesbian, gay, 

bisexual, asexual, pansexual, transgender, etc.) to describe specific people. To exemplify 

this, Rica recalls a time when students expressed discomfort when viewing a picture of 
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her nephew and husband engaging in a kiss. She named the individuals and then 

identified them as gay men (line 2039). For Rica, using specific identity language 

(instead of the acronym LGBTQ), and then naming someone with that identity, helps 

students embrace those with diverse gender/sex and sexualities.  

Overall, queer participants in this study routinely used more specific language as 

it related to diverse genders/sexes and sexualities during their interviews. Queer 

participants used terms such as queer, lesbian, asexual, pansexual, non-binary, and so 

forth on 260 separate occurrences. This contrasts with nonqueer participants who used 

these gender/sex and sexual diverse gender identity labels a total of 36 times across all 

interviews.  

Rica recalls that after she came out to her school as transgender, students began to 

open up about their own sexual and gender identities. “They’re getting it. Kids are 

coming out at our school. Before I came out, no student identified as gay, lesbian, queer, 

in anyway” (lines 2635-2636). Until then, these students, according to Rica, were sitting 

“in the corner of the room with their hood up, not wanting anyone to notice them” (lines 

2636-2637). Being out to a particular student allowed Halley to work as an advocate and 

engage as an ally with this student who was also beginning to examine their own sexual 

identity as non-heteronormative (1656-1657).  

What is interesting is that this coming out didn’t simply benefit queer children in 

closets (or in the hoods of sweatshirts to borrow Rica’s phrase). Halley believes that 

coming out as a queer teacher to students– who have heteronormative or homophobic 

ideas about those who are queer– also provides space for developing empathy and 



Texas Tech University, David L. Goss, May 2021 

139 

 

compassion for those who have diverse gender/sex and/or sexualities. Halley believes, 

“having a positive relationship with someone in the LGBTQ community is critical 

towards building tolerance and acceptance” especially for these students (lines 1592-

1593).  

Lindsey and Halley (lesbians) recall particularly isolating experiences in their old 

school and district as closeted teachers. In fact, it was such a lonely feeling that, during 

her most recent interview for her current job in the district, Lindsey made sure tell the 

principal and interview panel she is a lesbian. Coming out during the interview provided 

dividends as the principal is the “most supportive person ever...including my queerness” 

(lines 1795-1796). Conversely, Halley spoke of intense isolation and loneliness due to 

being a closeted queer teacher in her school space: 

I felt very alone at that school. I didn't really know any of the staff. I didn't ever 

have a relationship with the principal...I hadn't disclosed my identity to them at 

all. Early in the year, I don't have relationships, I don't really know the principal, 

I'm new to the school. I didn't understand how the school worked...I felt 

powerless, like I had no control over the situation (line 1248-1254). 

Language Used to Counter Heteronormativity in Elementary Schools 

 Early in the data analysis, as I was open coding the interview transcripts, I began 

noticing slight differences in the power of language used by the eight different 

participants. Because of this, I wanted to thematically explore the level of intensity, level 

of actionable speech/language, and how verbs were used in discourse with certain formal 

or informal adverbial qualifiers (if present) as they specifically relate to participant 
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discourse on countering heteronormativity in the context of teaching elementary school 

students. I also wanted to thematically identify the action-level of participants’ anti-

heteronormative rhetoric.  

In total, there were 69 separate utterances from non-queer participants and 133 

separate utterances from queer participants that were coded and themed for this analysis. 

First, I combed through the transcripts of each participant and created a list of word series 

that were used by the participants when discussing how they counter heteronormativity in 

the context of teaching elementary school students. Then, I open-coded each utterance 

which resulted in nine different themes that were then applied to each utterance: 

Any utterance in which the participant named the same inaction as repeated across 

similar situations were coded as recurrent past inactions. The code given to utterances in 

which the participant named an inaction as being a solitary event (e.g., happening only 

once) were coded as isolated past inactions. Conditional future inactions were utterances 

in which the participant named inaction in the future if/when they would be presented 

with a similar situation that previously led to the inaction. I coded reflection also as 

categorical and conditional. Conditional reflection were utterances in which the 

participant named engagement in a reflective practice, but only after being presented with 

an opportunity to counter various normativities or spoke of reflection as only tentative or 

potential. Utterances in which the participant named engagement in reflective practice by 

their own volition were thus coded as categorical. Codes of isolated past action and 

recurrent past action were given to utterances of actions the participant took, but only 

once, and mostly after being presented with heteronormative stimulus or given 
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opportunities to counter heteronormativity in elementary school (isolated past action) or 

utterances of actions the participant took on a routine or regular basis in the past 

(recurrent past action). Utterances of named actions that participants would engage in if 

presented with a similar opportunity to counter various heteronormativities in the future 

were coded as conditional future actions. Whereas, categorical future actions were those 

utterances of named actions the participant is planning on doing, with no need for 

external factors or normative stimulus. 

From there, I explored the percentage of utterances from both groups separately 

based on each theme. The following chart compares queer vs. non-queer participants’ 

response percentages based on each.  

 
Figure 1. Strength of Language Among Participants 
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In viewing the data this way, it seems that non-queer teachers (Nate, Ella, Elsie, & 

Cindy) engaged in a significant amount of reflection (28 out of 69 utterances; 45.5%) and 

are likely to recall moments in which they have confronted heteronormativity in the 

elementary school. However, these confrontations are often isolated incidents (19 out of 

69 utterances: 27.5%).  

It also seems apparent from viewing the data in this way that queer participants 

(Halley, Rica, Samantha, & Lindsay) are also likely to engage in reflection (52 out of 133 

utterances; 39%), but are more likely than non-queer participants to speak of anti-

heteronormative practices in the context of elementary school as a repeated or recurring 

activity (25 of 133 utterances, or 18.8% for queer participants; 8 of 69 utterances, or 

11.6% for non-queer participants).  

Finally, it is interesting to note that, although queer and non-queer participants 

generally spent the same amount of time during their interviews describing future actions 

they plan to engage in when presented with certain normative forces in specific 

circumstances (roughly 10%), queer participants seem much more likely to plan for the 

future (18 of 133 utterances, or 13.5% for queer participants; 4 of 69 utterances, or 5.8% 

for non-queer participants). That is, queer teachers (Halley, Rica, and Samantha) seemed 

to think about their approaches to combating heteronormative forces– not as a reaction to 

exposure– but to promote a queerer elementary school environment. Non-queer teachers 

in this study were more likely than queer teachers to reflect on issues related to 

heteronormativity and everything within its purview (e.g., transphobia, homophobia) 

from a bird’s eye view. That is, during our interviews they might have spoken reflectively 
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regarding the universality and problem of heteronormativity yet might not have shared 

specifics around their own lived experiences. Relatedly, queer teachers in this study were 

more likely than non-queer teachers to categorically plan for the future in relation to 

combating the heteronormative forces they felt they would inevitably face in the 

elementary school setting. Exploring the data in this way indicates that some variation 

might exist in regard to the reflective, reactive, proactive, and inactive ways elementary 

educators work toward more gender/sex and sexually inclusive school environments 

related to the teacher’s sexual configuration.  

During the interviews, queer participants engaged in discourse on the preordained 

and delimitating language of queer categorical identity-markers and how these queer 

participants attempted to fit into the confining spaces that these categorical distinctions 

support. Rica spoke of how she grappled with her own sexual identity as a person who is 

not exclusively attracted to one gender. She remembers a time when the categories 

available to her were either homosexual or heterosexual. Bisexual became a categorical 

option for her sexuality only later in adult life. For Rica, the term of bisexual fit better 

than heterosexual, even though she might lean more toward pansexuality or asexuality. 

These two terms, however, were not available to her as someone whose sexuality 

extended beyond the comfortable boundaries of homosexual or heterosexual. In her own 

words, Rica stated: 

In terms of sexuality, back in the day, I wondered if I was gay and I had zero 

problem with liking men. But I like women and bisexual hadn’t become a term 

back then. But when it did, I was like, “Oh I’m bisexual”. Bella always knew that 
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I had zero problem being with anybody. But that I wouldn’t be because I am with 

her. Ultimately, my sexuality is monogamy. Because I am either pansexual or 

asexual. I’m one of those two. I would never be with anybody but her. 

“Ultimately, my sexuality is monogamy. Because I am either pansexual or 

asexual. I’m one of those two. I would never be with anybody but her” (lines 

2840-2843).  

 

Halley also understands the delimiting nature of the language queer individuals 

have at their disposal to name their gender and/or sexuality. Halley, being younger than 

Rica, recalls a time when people identified as bisexual. Now, several of those individuals, 

according to Halley, have recently named themselves as pansexual because it speaks to 

their sexual attraction of individuals regardless of their gender. For herself, however, 

Halley prefers the term queer to circumvent the exhausting process of queer self-identity 

marking. In her own words: 

For me I came into my awareness of my identification at a time when the merits 

between using the term bisexual versus using the term pansexual verses using the 

term something else we're really being debated. Which one is okay now? And 

which one is not okay now? Which one are you really? Look at the definition and 

see which one is truer. And that was very exhausting! There were pros and cons to 

using all these labels and I just fell into queer as the more umbrella term. To me 

that means not 100% straight and that feels the best (lines 1420-1426) 
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For Lindsay, queer self-identity marking is a personal and reflective process, and 

one not likely to be understood by those who do not have to go through the exhausting 

process of discovering how the queer body fits within the larger heteronormative 

framework. Lindsay recalls a conversation she had with her wife over this very topic: 

We had a conversation about delineating what those terms meant to us, and we 

discovered that was very difficult and very personal. When my wife and I got 

together her belief was that everyone has their own gender. I think that's the same 

with these terms. I think they all need something possibly different to everybody. 

Which is great trying to have that conversation with straight people. Tell me the 

difference? I can't, you really must be a part of the community to understand 

(lines 1949-1953). 

 

Lindsay ends her response regarding the complexity and challenge of queer self-

identity making by suggesting that straight people do not have the ability to comprehend 

the complex nature of this task. On one hand, Lindsay seems to view the identification of 

queer self with a queer identity label as an important task for the queer individual, 

however difficult or personal this process may be. On the other hand, this queer identity 

label is culturally intelligible to those in the community and is not easily translatable to 

those outside the community (i.e., straight people).  

Beyond discourse of the queer language available to participants to self-identify 

as specific types of sexual and/or gendered beings, queer participants also used more 

robust queer language when discussing heteronormativity at large. In all, these eight 
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participants used 11 different categorically distinct queer identity markers during our 

interviews together. These categories included heterosexual, homosexual, asexual, 

pansexual, bisexual, lesbian, transgender, queer, gay, straight, and non-binary. However, 

it is interesting to note that queer participants uttered these words 260 different times 

during our interviews together. This contrasts with the 36 times non-queer participants 

uttered the same words. The three most common categories spoken by non-queer 

participants were straight (13), gay (9), and transgender (6). Queer participants were most 

likely to speak the words gay (56), queer (54), and transgender (44).  

Queer participants in this study seem to be more aware of the heteronormative, 

categorical, and linguistic boundaries of sexual and/or gender development than non-

queer participants. It is no surprise that queer individuals spend a great deal of time and 

energy in those heteronormative borderlands, and that their language reflects this. It could 

be surmised that non-queer participants who– as cisgender and straight individuals– 

comfortably reside within the zones of heteronormativity– are not called to grapple with 

the nuances, complexities, and frustrations of what it means to be a gendered and 

sexualized person that falls outside these boundaries.  

The findings of this research showcase the omnipresent and omnipotent 

heteronormative forces that have modified the feelings, thoughts, and behaviors of eight 

different queer and nonqueer elementary teachers. These forces have been a constant and 

pulsating agent of compliance or resistance in relation to what culture identifies as the 

only appropriate, and visible gender/sex and sexual configuration. Specifically, that of the 

heteronormative configuration, in which one’s gender is solidly identified and visible 
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through, for examples; one’s amount, type, and tone of speech; one’s clothing choices 

from the color, to the fit, to the number of pockets, to its shape; one’s gendered and 

gender-exclusive interests, hobbies, and activities; and one’s level and type of allowable 

intimacy between friends. Two genders (boy/girl, man/woman, lady/gentleman, 

Mister/Mistress) coincide and should remain in lockstep with one’s heterosexuality, 

though the levels and aims of sexuality are mutually exclusive and vary wildly based on 

one’s heteronormative gender. This research highlights eight teachers as they share their 

own lived experiences of combating these incendiary forces in different ways and 

degrees, and with varied understandings and reasons in the elementary school 

environment. The value of qualitative research appraises at higher, more rigorous value 

when the trustworthiness of the process, results, and writeup are made empirically visible 

to the reader. The next section outlines the ways I attempted to increase the overall 

trustworthiness of this study through credibility, dependability, and transferability. 

To increase the credibility of this project I triangulated the interviews by 

collecting public documents, such as news articles, court documents, district and district-

related public statements and policies, related to the findings in this project. For example, 

I triangulated Cindy’s recollection of a male high school teacher who captured 

photographs of high school students in their hotel bathrooms while on a fieldtrip with 

local news publications. I triangulated Rica’s talk of the differences between transgender 

female and male voice quality, pitch and vocal training with publicly available news 

sources that spoke to this reality. 
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To further increase the credibility of this project I maintained a researcher’s 

journal where I noted observations during the interviews, as well as initial wonderings 

and potential findings. In the journal I also wrote transparently regarding my own 

thoughts and wonderings as a researcher engaged in the process of research alongside 

these participants. Not only did this journal serve as a source for triangulation, it served 

to also promote the overall dependability and confirmability of the project. 

To work at ensuring the credibility and dependability of the data, I also offered 

participants the opportunity to share an additional written piece after the conclusion of 

the interview process. To do this, I sent a follow-up email to each participant after the 

two initial interviews, inviting them to share similar or additional experiences in response 

to the interview questions. These written responses were designed as a dependability 

check against their interview responses, as well as to serve as an additional triangulation 

point. In the end, four of the eight participants volunteered to provide additional written 

responses. 

To increase the transferability of this current project, I employed the use of “thick 

description,” which can be viewed as “description of the setting and participants of the 

study, as well as a detailed description of the findings with adequate evidence presented 

in the form of quotes from participant interviews, field notes, and documents” (Merriam 

& Tisdell, 2016, p. 257). This results in the reader’s ability “to make tentative judgments 

about applicability of certain observations for their contexts…” (Erlandson, Harris, 

Skipper, & Allen, 1993, p. 32-33). Essentially, the use of “thick description” in this 
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current project was used to place the reader as close as possible to the phenomena under 

investigation without having experienced it themselves. 

Limitations  

 It was my original intent at the conception of this research project to explore the 

qualitative differences and similarities in the heteronormative experiences of queer male 

and queer female teachers in the context of the elementary school. I was further interested 

in exploring if and how they counter heteronormativity or homophobia in different ways 

considering gender differences. However, as the work developed and I began recruiting 

participants, I found myself with an incredibly gender/sex and sexually diverse group of  

research participants. The queer participants in my study move significantly beyond the 

identification of the self in terms of the binary ideologies in which the study was 

originally built upon. So, an initial limitation, in my mind as a researcher, was that I had 

not recruited an elementary school teacher in this district who identified as a male. 

However, as I began refining myself as the research tool in this project, I realized that the 

eight gender/sex and sexually diverse participants I recruited and interviewed pushed this 

study beyond what it means to be male/female or gay/lesbian in the context of teaching 

elementary school. In this way, the participants themselves turned this project into a 

richer exploration of what it means to be queer in the context of the elementary school 

than what I had originally anticipated.  

 Though the participants in this study were gender/sex and sexually diverse (i.e., 

transgender female, lesbian, genderqueer, bisexual, intersexual, pansexual), a significant 

limitation exists in the fact that all these participants identified as white. According to the 

Department of Public Education, 68% of teachers in this district are white females. 
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Another 20% are white males. The remaining 12% are people of color. A mere 3% of all 

teachers in the district are black or African American and around 6% are Latinx. This is 

contrasting to the reality that 44% of the district's overall student body is white, 18% 

black, 20% Latinx, and the remaining 18% being identified as multiracial, Native 

American, Native Hawaiian, or Asian. This limitation does not allow for the qualitative 

exploration of the potential differences in how queer elementary teachers of color 

navigate and respond to heteronormativity in elementary spaces that are often 

marginalizing and designed for white students and teachers. Furthermore, the intimate 

intersectionality between one’s race and gender/sex and/or sexuality could only be 

examined in the context of being a majority white teacher among a diverse student body. 

Further studies would be necessary to explore the nexus of being queer and a person of 

color in elementary school spaces that often oppressively favor white students and staff, 

even though the school is composed of a relatively diverse student body. However, this 

may prove difficult due to the limited field of queer participants of color this type of 

study would necessitate. 

 A final limitation in this study is that the district is situated in one of the more 

progressive cities in the state. There is a potential reality that participants in this study are 

provided certain privileges that living and working in a liberal-minded city provides. To 

provide an example, 70% of the people in the county in which this city is situated voted 

for Hillary Clinton during the 2016 presidential election. In the city itself, Hillary Clinton 

won 80% of the popular vote. Also, the district employs a full time LGBTQ+ 

Coordinator who works with district teams and teachers across the district to implement 
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practices that support student and staff gender/sex and sexual diversity. One such practice 

has been the integration of the Welcoming Schools biased-based bullying prevention 

program that, according to their website: 

...is the most comprehensive bias-based bullying prevention program in the nation 

to provide LGBTQ and gender inclusive professional development training, 

lesson plans, booklists and resources specifically designed for Pre-K - 8 educators 

and youth-serving professionals (https://www.welcomingschools.org/) 

 

Additional triangulation documents shed light on the ways in which this 

organization, situated in this city, go about systematically integrating gender/sex and 

sexually inclusive practices across the district. For example, the teacher’s union has 

actively stood against anti-transgender bathroom policies and the district has created a 

comprehensive, 35-page guidance document titled “Guidance & Policies to Support 

Transgender, Non-binary & Gender Expansive Students”. Also, the 2020-2021 “District 

Policy Guides” for elementary and secondary schools specifically identifies, defines, and 

supports the variations of sexual orientations, gender identity, fluidity, and expression in 

staff and students across the district. 

The findings in this project are not necessarily limited by this awareness. In fact, I 

would argue that the moments of tension, frustrating, and hiding, as experienced by these 

participants in relation to heteronormativity and homophobia in elementary school 

settings become more alarming. 
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Significance 

The queer elementary educators in this study seemed more intentional about their 

gender/sex and/or sexuality development from their youth to adulthood. Also, queer 

participants often went about seeking loopholes to better express their sense of 

gender/sex and/or sexuality in a heteronormative society. This contrasted with the 

nonqueer elementary participants in this study who did not necessarily attend so deeply to 

their own development in relation to these constructs. However, these nonqueer 

participants were acutely aware of their privileged status as cisgender or heteronormative 

individuals. As Ella stated when attempting to share how her gender has impacted her 

identity: 

[My gender] is a part of me and it clearly probably impacts everything I do. 

Coming up with an example, it's been hard. I mean I don't...I guess I would say if 

I was truly going on stereotypes, that kind of nurturing piece that’s expected from 

females I definitely have. What else are you trying to get to you at that question? 

Because I really was stuck on it. I feel I guess it’s the water that I swim in” (lines 

775-779). 

 

 This is significant because it shows that queer participants are deeply connected to 

their gender/sex and/or sexuality development and identity. These queer participants 

often experienced moments in their lives when heteronormative forces had an immediate, 

deep, and nearly permanent impact on their own decisions related to these constructs in 

their own childhood to the present time. Three of the four queer participants are still 
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working to become who they are as fully gendered/sexed and/or sexual beings. This is a 

critical finding as we work to better support the gender/sex and/or sexually diverse staff 

who give themselves professionally and personally to the work of educating elementary 

students. 

 This research project specifically focused on elementary school teachers. As a 

previous closeted classroom teacher from a more conservative state who now has a 

district job in a progress city, the parameters I have placed on myself as a sexual being in 

the professional spaces I occupy stand in stark contrast to one another. As a classroom 

teacher, I became intimately familiar with 20-some students in my classroom, their 

siblings, their families, and others who love them. This level of intimate relationship I 

had with students as a classroom teacher always protruded as I thought about being an 

openly queer educator. Contrasting that as a district leader, I am oftentimes removed 

from students, always removed from relationships with students, and have no real 

relationships with district families. I take comfort in the district guidance documents that 

support queer youth and staff. I also take comfort in working alongside– and knowing 

personally–those who developed them. The district office seems a comfortable place to 

discuss theory and best-practices. The district office feels like a safe space to be queer, 

yet the elementary classroom remains precarious for those we say we protect (i.e., our 

queer staff and youth), even in this district. Because of this, it became fundamentally 

important to explore the experiences of teachers– not school administrators or others who 

can retreat to their student-free offices–who occupy elementary school spaces. 
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 Little research has been done that focuses entirely on queer educators in 

elementary school settings. The significance of this study is that it illustrates experiences 

teachers have with elementary students who are developing into gendered/sexed and 

sexual beings, how they are navigating these in their own lives, and how they police them 

in the lives of others. There were a few moments during the interviews when participants 

hesitated about teaching about something like “sexual orientation” to elementary students 

as they viewed it as developmentally inappropriate. However, this research shows us that 

children are thinking about the development of gender/sex and/or sexuality at the 

elementary level. Silence in any written curriculum around these topics (or the removal of 

students when these topics are approached) does not mean that children are not engaging 

in the curriculum of gender/sex and sexual development. It means that they are engaging 

in this curriculum through other means, which may or may not be optimally beneficial to 

all in the elementary school environment. This is significant because it highlights the 

need to talk about and embed this type of learning into the elementary school spaces that 

queer and nearly queer people occupy openly, publicly, and systematically. 

Other shared experiences in this study show us that, despite a district culture of 

full inclusion, certain queer people, topics, ideas, and learning are silenced or further 

hidden from the view of students when the elementary school is confronted with 

heteronormative, transphobic, or homophobic parents. This disconnect is significant as it 

depicts the reality that exists in these school spaces compared to the reality that the 

district tries to provide. It is also significant because it demonstrates that schools and 

school leaders (who often mandate curricular decisions in classroom) need to become 
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better equipped at countering parental concerns regarding the inclusion of gender/sex and 

sexual diversity in classrooms. The current practice of allowing students to opt out of 

queerness in school spaces and in their own learning only works to further silence the 

queer realities of elementary schools. 

 A statewide youth risk behavior survey, conducted in 2013, tells us that 9th-12th 

grade “gay, lesbian and bisexual students” were 35% more likely to report feelings of 

sadness; 38% more likely to consider suicide; 31% more likely to make a plan for 

suicide; and 24% more likely to attempt suicide than their heterosexually-identified peers 

(2013 Youth Risk Behavior Survey Executive Summary). Eighty-three percent of gay, 

lesbian, or bisexual students also reported a concern with their mental health in the last 30 

days and were more likely to have smoked a cigarette before the age of 13 than 

heterosexual students. 

 This concern was even mentioned during one of the interviews when Elsie stated: 

 

It's so terrifying when you hear about students who don't have normative gender 

expression or normative sexuality. And the percentage of those students who 

commit suicide or other terrifying mental health challenges that they face (lines 

1159-1161). 

 

These types of statistics are very alarming and cause for concern. However, in 

some ways they mask over the startling and very real ways elementary schools remain an 

active site for the policing and enforcement of heteronormative gender/sex and/or 
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sexuality development for the entire staff and student body. As DePalma and Atkinson 

(2010) remind us, “there is some recognition...that homophobia and transphobia are not 

limited to LGBT people, but can affect anyone, including those...who do not conform to 

gender stereotypes” (p. 1617). This study is significant in that it provides additional 

teacher experiences that support the hegemonic reality that gender policing plays an 

active role in the lives of nearly all students and staff in elementary school spaces. 

This qualitative case study provides a unique opportunity to juxtapose the similar, 

yet unique ways, these teachers have experienced and confronted heteronormative beliefs 

in the elementary school setting. Queer participants in this study were qualitatively more 

likely than nonqueer participants to engage in vigorous, steady, and proactive actions 

against homophobia and heteronormativity in their elementary schools. Queer 

participants in this study actively looked for and attempted to support students who might 

be developing into non-heteronormative gendered/sexed and/or sexual beings. These 

same students were actively seeking out these queer educators. Queer and nonqueer 

participants were all concerned about the inclusion of all staff and students considering 

gender/sex and/or sexual diversity. However, it seems that queer teachers, who have 

experienced the brute force of heteronormativity in their own lives, and who have thought 

more deeply about their own identity as gendered/sexed and/or sexual beings, are more 

aggressively tackling these issues in elementary school. Future research on how to 

encourage all staff to reflect on their own gendered/sexed and sexual development may 

lead teachers who have not felt oppressed by heteronormative forces to engage in 

countering these forces in more targeted, proactive, and systematic ways. 
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CHAPTER 5 

CONCLUSION 

Introduction 

It could be said that homophobia is concerned with the subset of thoughts, 

feelings, and/or acts against people who culturally appear to fall outside any sort of 

binary box or dimension that heteronormative thinking might produce or perpetuate. 

Homophobia, then, can be a mindset which leads one to believe in the wrongness or 

rightness of activities, behaviors, statements, clothing, ad nauseam, based on 

heteronormative ideology. Homophobia can result in action which leads to verbal and 

physical aggression against people who fall outside the dictated norms of gender/sex 

and/or sexuality. Often, homophobic acts are against only those who, themselves, identify 

with a marginalized queer identity. One constant that can be seen when we explore the 

idea of homophobia in this way are the pervasive and comprehensive heteronormative 

rules that reify it. The fuel for homophobia is the heteronormative values and beliefs that 

are accepted and circulated to a point where, people like Ella, feel it’s the water I swim in 

(line 779). This research further shows that the brute force of heteronormativity is 

policing gender/sex and sexuality– and resulting– supporting homophobia in elementary 

school spaces these participants occupy. 

This current project is designed to explore the nuanced and intricate ways in 

which elementary educators attempt to reveal and express themselves as diversely 

gendered/sexed and sexual beings in the elementary school setting. Further, this research 

seeks to qualitatively consider if, how, and to what extent queer participants work against 
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heteronormative forces differently than non-queer participants. Exploring these 

participants’ unique sexual configurations (van Anders, 2015) allowed me to more deeply 

analyze these complexities that extend significantly beyond what speaking and writing in 

terms of gender/sex and sexual categorization or homophobia would allow.  

Implications 

Current literature in the field does shed light on the lived experiences of 

elementary educators, but often focuses on a broader range of education levels (e.g., 

Jackson, 2009; Connell, 2012; Palkki, 2015; Endo, Reece-Miller, & Santavicca, 2010). 

Other research tends to postsecondary educators and their teacher candidates (e.g., 

Vavrus, 2009; Brueggemann and Moddelmog, 2002; or Turner, 2010). Little published 

research has focused exclusively on queer teachers in elementary school spaces. To 

introduce this section, I offer the premise that studying elementary school teachers 

specifically is necessary as a way to identify and explore the nuances of what it means to 

be a gendered/sexed and sexualized being in the presence of young people who are also 

becoming gendered/sexed and sexualized beings. I further conclude that it was critical to 

confine, or bind, this case study to teachers only. Much research on this topic often 

includes educator participants in various roles (e.g., assistant principal, counselor, social 

worker, etc.). In doing this, the differences between the intimate role of the teacher in the 

lives of their students, their student's families, and the broader school community and that 

of the further-removed other (e.g., principal, counselor) become conflated. Teachers have 

personal and often long-lasting relationships with students in elementary schools. The 

moments the teacher and student spend together are mandated and consistent across place 
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(e.g., the classroom) and time (e.g., one year, two looping years, the duration of time a 

student spends in elementary school with an Individualized Education Plan). Other non-

teaching staff often have time in their days dedicated to activities that do not directly 

involve students. Oftentimes, student interaction for these individuals is voluntary, 

limited, and in some cases non-existent. Teachers, on the other hand, have the primary 

responsibility of spending time with students as they learn and work in the same 

environment. This inescapable student gaze, and the thoughts that are elicited when one 

thinks of a teacher with students (as opposed to, for example, an administrator with 

teachers), make teachers a distinct category which should be considered when studying 

the concept of heteronormativity in elementary school spaces. 

In Kissing brides and loving hot vampires: children’s construction and 

perpetuation of heteronormativity in elementary school classrooms (2016), Ryan 

ethnographically explored the pervasiveness and propensity for elementary-aged children 

to engage in heterosexually or homophobically-charged talk and interactions within all 

contexts of the elementary school experience. That is, heteronormative discourse was 

blatant and common among children from the playground to the literature class, and all 

spaces in between. From the perspective of this research project, I would like to, first, 

offer Ryan an alternate claim to one she made in her article and add to several of her 

concluding remarks regarding ways to promote queer inclusivity for adults and students 

in elementary school spaces. 

First, Ryan (2016) claims that elementary-aged students engaging in homophobic 

or heteronormative talk and interactions which go largely unnoticed by adults (e.g., 
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teachers) in those same spaces. She further states that, “when they happen to be observed, 

teachers and parents may view such interactions as humorous or inconsequential” (p. 77). 

Based on the findings in this current study, I would like to offer an alternate claim to 

Ryan’s conclusion. The sexual configurations and experiences of gender/sex and/or 

sexuality development of the participants in my study shed light on a fundamental reality 

that forces of heteronormativity adversely impact all people who, themselves, display a 

sort-of continuum of queerness; and are more different than they are similar as it relates 

to the development of these constructs. My study also called attention to potential 

similarities and differences among how, and to what extent, queer and nonqueer 

participants work to counter the types of heteronormative discourses that Ryan (2016) 

explored in her study. In this study, queer and nonqueer participants seemed likely to 

engage in reflective thinking regarding how they– as educators– go about countering 

heteronormativity in their lives as elementary school educators. This finding questions 

Ryan’s claim that teachers in elementary school spaces are apt to be oblivious to 

heteronormativity in elementary schools. This research indicates that at least some 

teachers are aware of, thinking about, and noticing these moments that inevitably occur in 

elementary school, even if this reflection leads to limited action or inaction. Further, these 

participants did not find homophobic or heteronormative play to be humorous or 

inconsequential. Rather, they found them to be troubling, yet struggled with ways in 

which to work against them. This consideration further drives the next section, which 

explores the implications Ryan (2016) stated in her study through the lens of the findings 

in this study. 
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Ryan (2016) concluded the data in her study “show that messages about sexuality 

in general and heterosexuality in particular are ones that even young children are exposed 

to in a variety of forms” (p. 86). Furthermore, these messages intersect with “the daily 

curriculum” and are “learned through constant exposure to and negotiation of 

heteronormative discourses in schools” (p. P. 87). Because of this, Ryan concludes that 

teachers of elementary-aged children should be adequately “prepared to intervene in this 

kind of talk” (Ryan, 2016, p. 86). Participants in my study often desired to intervene but 

were often confronted (by self, others, or perceived others) with tangible and rational 

obstacles. These obstacles were often in relation to their own gender/sex and/or sexual 

configurations. For example, Ella felt that being identified as a female hindered her 

ability to counter heteronormativity in her elementary school. Halley countered the force 

of heteronormativity by coming out to her classroom, which she found to be invaluable, 

yet filled with obstacles. Lindsay was only recently better able to counter 

heteronormative talk among students related to how individuals can dress based on 

gender. This, however, took place only after she further reflected on her own gender/sex 

and sexuality development as a genderqueer lesbian. These lived experiences make me 

wonder if we must first explore the perceived and actual obstacles that teachers face 

when considering how to confront heteronormativity in elementary school. Unearthing 

and exploring these barriers would be beneficial for elementary school leaders who wish 

to adequately prepare teachers “to intervene in this kind of talk” (Ryan, 2016, p. 86).  

Participants in this study often spoke of professional learning experiences that 

provide them with strategies to promote gender inclusivity in elementary school. At the 
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same time, they sometimes spoke with uncertainty. In continuing to think about the 

obstacles to combating heteronormativity that often lead to uncertainty and silence, 

participants in my study expressed uncertainty around the appropriateness of discussing a 

child’s sexual orientation in grade school, for example. Or, uncertainty around how to 

incorporate LGBTQ+ books (a strategy learned in professional development) into an 

instructional outline that contains too many books in its currently overwhelmed format. 

In conclusion, one potential implication of this study is that a greater understanding of the 

perceived and actual obstacles that elementary teachers face when it comes to acting 

against the obvious and constant heteronormative forces at play in the elementary school 

is needed in order for educators to better serve the gender and sexually diverse 

elementary student body, staff, and community. 

Connection to the Literature 

Nappa, Palladino, Menesini, and Baiocco (2018) analyzed survey data from 213 

high school teachers prior to the start of a one-day training on bullying. These researchers 

found high school teachers are more likely to act against “homophobic bullying” if they 

have a positive disposition toward “gay and lesbian people” and generally high levels of 

self-efficacy. This current qualitative study adds a layer of depth and complexity to their 

findings by moving away from talk of homophobic bullying against “gay and lesbian 

people” toward a more experientially accurate and broader reality of heteronormative 

forces placed on all people who generally experience the world within a continuum of 

queerness. 
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Like the preservice teachers in Vavrus' (2009) study, participants in this study felt 

the powerful and gender/sex prescriptive forces of heteronormativity that often impacted 

their own development as gender/sex and/or sexual beings. However, this current study 

only adds to the complexity of this force on the development and reactions from the 

individual as a gendered/sexed and/or sexually becoming being. For example, 

participants in Vavrus' (2009) study often conformed to heteronormative scripts. To 

further exemplify this, participants in his study considered changing interests or activities 

to fit gender/sex stereotypes, and males in his study engaged in "displays of masculinity" 

(p. 386). Participants in this current study engaged in an array of strategies that provided 

access to heteronormatively-identified other-gender/sex activities or embraced their less-

than-masculine qualities as a cisgender straight male to showcase the importance of being 

open to a wide variety of people in light of their queerness. The lived experiences, as 

noted in Vavrus' 2009 study and this one, show the complexity of the socially developed 

constructs of gender/sex and sexuality and how humans attempt to navigate them in a 

variety of different ways. 

Taylor and Richardson (2016) worked to show us that young children are queerer 

than they are wished to be viewed through the heteronormative lenses that are designed to 

silence or make invisible any queerness in young children or in the spaces these young 

people occupy. Through the theory of sexual configurations (van Anders, 2015), this 

research shows that teachers are also queerer than a presumptuous heteronormative 

viewpoint would allow us to see. In this way, we can begin to see that elementary school 

is a rather queer and complex place, filled with queer(ish) humans– adults and children, 
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alike– who are constantly becoming as gendered/sexed and sexualized beings in discord 

and/or harmony with one another. Presumptuous and pervasive heteronormative ideals 

continue to perpetuate myths regarding the supposed and natural heterotypical gender and 

sexual development of children, even though research points to a different, queerer, 

reality. Simultaneously, this dissertation shows that teachers of elementary students may 

also have hidden or invisible queer or queerish parts of their own gender/sex and 

sexuality that remain largely invisible and silenced in elementary school spaces. Yet, 

however hidden or silenced these non-heteronormative gender/sex and sexual identity 

components of teachers, they still largely inform how teachers go about countering 

heteronormative presumptions in elementary schools. 

Future Research 

Ryan (2016) concluded that “educators need to address silences and not just 

disparaging words” (p. 86). That is, teachers must confront the heteronormative moments 

in time that are shared with elementary students that work to silence queer realities. 

Otherwise, “a significant means of maintaining and perpetuating heteronormativity 

remains unchecked and unchanged and continues to shape students’ educational 

experiences” (p. 86).  

Silence is hard to hear if you do not know what you’re listening for. In my study, 

queer individuals were more reflective (i.e., vocal) about their own gender/sex and/or 

sexual development, and how this interacts with their teacher identities. They seemed 

more aware of these constructs in themselves. In some ways, their own queer 

development– reflected against the constant backdrop of heteronormativity and echoed 
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back to them in very loud and real ways– renders certain silences unachievable. And this 

reflective awareness of the loudness of their own queerness against this heteronormative 

backdrop may be what propels the queerer educators in this study to attend to, and act 

more vigorously against, the silences in the spaces they occupy with elementary-aged 

children. Being able to identify moments of heteronormativity in elementary school is 

prerequisite to countering it. Which makes me curious if providing educators with 

supportive moments to attend to the silent heteronormative forces placed upon 

themselves as gendered/sexed and/or sexualized beings would sharpen their ability to see 

these nuanced, sometimes invisible, and pervasive silences. Additionally, I wonder if it 

would be worthwhile for educator leaders to share opportunities with teachers to 

collectively name when specific and real-life examples of the subtle and nuanced ways 

queerness was rendered silent or invisible in their elementary school. From awareness, 

we might more seamlessly move toward thinking about how to equip these educators to 

counter the forces that push people to render silent, make invisible, humiliate, or 

marginalize queer or queer(ish) components of identity in elementary school spaces. 

Endo, Reece-Miller, and Santavicca (2010) examined the experiences and 

identities of six teachers who identified as queer. None of the six participants came out to 

their students by naming their queer gender/sex and/or sexuality. Whereas, two of the 

four queer participants in this study explicitly name their queer identities to their 

elementary students. Which naturally leads to a line of inquiry that explores the 

conditions and attributes of an elementary school that make coming out/being out a 

positive and beneficial possibility to queer elementary educators?  
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As stated previously, this study was conducted in one midsize urban district that is 

often cited for its progressive and more liberal-minded ideologies. We have a lesbian 

mayor and several of the school board members identify as queer. And, before the finalist 

backed out, we were slated to have an openly gay superintendent who outed himself 

during his first presentation in front of district principals. So, though these conditions 

seem conducive and celebratory toward queer individuals, the participants in my study 

shared a different reality. Continued work is needed to better understand how to create a 

genuinely gender/sex and sexuality inclusive elementary school, even in the context of a 

liberal, progressive, and transparently supportive district such as this.  

Several questions that might drive future research focus directly on the 

intersection of teacher and gender/sex and/or sexuality in elementary school spaces. 

Future research could explore the moments when a teacher’s gender/sex and or sexual 

identity or configuration is more salient or different than their teacher identity. In what 

ways does gender/sex and/or sexuality shape teacher identity? Is the inverse also a 

possibility? That is, in what ways might one’s gender/sex and/or sexuality be shaped by 

teacher identity. How does one’s teacher identity intersect with sexual configurations in 

relation to students, staff, administration, and those in the broader school community? 

How is one’s teacher and gender/sex and/or sexuality impacted by race, class, religion, or 

geo-political location? 

Future research might focus on the ways that gender/sex and sexuality inclusive 

teacher education efforts in the district have directly impacted the work of dismantling 

heteronormativity in district elementary schools. An exploration of pre-service education, 
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specifically targeting future elementary educators, might also shed light on how and if we 

are providing support and learning related to heteronormativity, how to identify it, and 

confront it reflexively and systematically in the elementary school setting. 

Final Thoughts 

 Homophobia, it seems, isn’t the only thing that attends to and very much depends 

on heteronormativity. It seems that queer identity-making itself depends on the premises 

that hegemonic heteronormativity establishes. So, what is heteronormativity? It acts as 

the very force that promotes homophobia and transphobia, yet it is also the force that 

moves queer folx to feel more like themselves. Can a tactic that fuels hate in the form of 

homophobia and transphobia be the very thing that provides hope and vision to queer and 

queer-becoming people? Is heteronormativity something to dismantle or is it something 

to thrive in? Is it the water we swim in? 

To further elaborate on the context of this researcher, I leave you with this final 

point of reflection. My journey as a researcher– and the main instrument in this research 

project– has only been enlightened and refined by the participants in this study. These 

participants moved this research project beyond the confines of binary essentializing 

language that the earlier drafts of this dissertation contained, toward a queerer more 

insightful inquiry into the lived experiences of eight wonderfully unique queer or at least 

queer(ish) humans who choose to live their lives alongside students and others in the 

elementary school environment. What started out as a research project on gay male and 

lesbian female elementary teachers turned into an enlightened exploration of eight 

gender/sex and/or sexually diverse participants that nearly refuse to be placed into the 
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categories in which I originally intended to place them. Ella, Lindsey, Rica, Elsie, Nate, 

Cindy, Samantha, and Halley (in no particular order), I sincerely thank you for this 

enlightenment and discovery.  
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APPENDICES 

APPENDIX A 

EMAIL RECRUITMENT 

Dear (salutation): 
 

I am a student researcher at Texas Tech University in the Department of Curriculum and Instruction. 
 

I am seeking participants from any elementary school in MMSD who are currently school teachers.  My hope 
is that this research will help the education community better understand and support queer elementary 
students and staff. 
 

I want to hear about your experiences of heteronormativity in elementary school.  Let’s do this over coffee or 
food (my treat)! 
 

Heteronormativity is the idea that our gender, gender expression, choices, mannerisms, behaviors, interests, 
and so forth are determined by our biological sex.  I am currently conducting a research project that explores 
the experiences and stories that current public elementary school teachers tell as it relates to this idea.  As 
part of the research, I will also be asking questions regarding the participant’s own experiences and stories 
as it relates to gender, gender expression, sex, and sexuality.  Specifically, I will be exploring how a 
teacher’s sexuality potentially impacts heteronormativity in elementary school spaces.  I am asking for a 
handful of current elementary teachers to dedicate a total of 2-3 hours over the course of 2-3 informal 
interviews, approximately one hour each in length, at times and places of their choosing.  
 

If you are interested in engaging in this research as a participant, please respond to this email or call me at 
(608) 579-3083. No information will be gathered that could personally identify you.  By engaging in this 
research, you may help us understand how we can better support elementary teachers and students as 
gendered and sexualized persons.  Also, your participation is completely voluntary and you can quit at any 
time, especially if you become uncomfortable with continuing. 
 

Thank you for your time and consideration in helping me explore this important topic. 
 

Sincerely, 
David Goss 

(608) 579-3083 

 
————————————————————————————————————————————————
——————————- 
This research is being conducted and guided by Dr. Heather Greenhalgh-Spencer from Texas Tech 
University.  She can be reached by calling 806-834-5132 or emailing heather.greenhalgh-spencer@ttu.edu. 
 

Also, if you have any questions or concerns regarding human research in general, please do not hesitate to 
reach out to Texas Tech University’s Human Research Protection Program by calling 806.742.2064 or 
emailing hrpp@ttu.edu. 
 

If you have any questions, please do not hesitate to call me at (608) 579-3083.   
 

Sincerely, 
David Goss 

PhD Student, Texas Tech University 

(512) 694-0131 
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APPENDIX B 

MADISON METROPOLOTAN SCHOOL DISTRICT EXTERNAL RESEARCH 

COMMITTIE APPROVAL 
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APPENDIX C 

TEXAS TECH UNIVERSITY INTERNAL REVIEW BOARD APPROVAL 
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APPENDIX D 

INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 

 

Foundation Questions Heteronormativity in Elementary School 

1. Why did you decide to 
become a teacher? 

2. Tell me a little bit about 
yourself as a 
professional (e.g., 
degrees, certificates, 
favorite subjects, etc.). 

3. How long have you been 
teaching? 

4. How long have you been 
teaching in Madison 
Metropolitan School 
District? 

5. Tell me a little bit about 
yourself personally. 

6. Tell me a story about 
your own gender. 

7. Tell me a story about 
your own sexuality. 

1. How does your gender and sexuality 
impact your teaching? 

2. How do you share or express your 
gender/sexuality with your students? 

3. Tell me stories about 
heteronormativity in the elementary 
school spaces you inhabit. 

4. Are there ever times you feel 
pressured to act or behave a certain 
way based on your assumed 
gender/assumed sexuality?  Tell me 
stories about those times. 

5. Does being ____________ (i.e., your 
self-identified gender/sexuality) 
impact your work as a teacher?  Tell 
me some stories about that? 

6. Tell me a story about a time when a 
student’s assumed or self-identified 
gender or sexuality seemed to matter 
during the school day. 

 


