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Breaking the Silence:  Learning from the Experiences of Queer Educators in the 
Predominantly Heteronormative Space of K-12 Institutions 

 
Most non-heterosexuals do not live and work in gay spaces; rather, they live and work in 

straight spaces where they face prejudice, discrimination, and other forms of violence (Bell & 

Valentine, 1995).  For those individuals who occupy these spaces, their mere being there 

represents a form of resistance to the expectations of a heteronormatively constructed society.  

Schools throughout Alabama employ some very talented, dedicated, and caring teachers.  They 

might be a music teacher who was once an aspiring Metropolitan Opera singer, a physical 

education teacher who pushes every child to do their best, or a science nerd turned physics 

teacher.  They are just the types of teachers that any parent would want their children to have.  

However, they have one little secret that could change everything.  They are queer.  Why should 

that matter? It should not.  But for many queer teachers, unlike their straight colleagues, their 

sexuality matters tremendously to their professional lives.  These teachers must constantly weigh 

the consequences regarding the disclosure of their sexuality (i.e “coming out”) at school with 

their desire to fully integrate with colleagues and students, while remaining viewed as an 

effective educator that is not a threat to the children they teach. 

Useful Terms 

Before proceeding, I feel obligated to explain my use of certain terms.  Regardless of 

what terms I use, I realize that there will more than likely be one group or another who will not 

approve of my choices or my interpretations.  However, that is just an inevitable criticism that I 

will accept. 

At the risk of implying that the term queer is a synonym for LGBTQI (and any other 

letters recently added to represent specific identities of those otherwise viewed by normative 

society as sexual dissidents), I do wish to invoke it as a term of inclusivity.  By doing so, I am 
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acknowledging that gays and lesbians are not the only individuals facing discrimination and 

oppression by heteronormativity.  Describing the term queer as an “antiquated pejorative for 

homosexual” (p. 18) which has been reclaimed and used by activists in acts of subversion and 

redefinition, Désert (1997) claims queer to be “a liberating rubric encompassing multiple 

sensibilities exclusively or in tandem” (p. 19).  In other words, it has the power to shift the focus 

from the traditional homosexual/heterosexual dichotomy to what Foucault termed “an infinity of 

sexualities” (as cited in Désert, 1997, p. 20).  Additionally, I understand the term queer (used as 

noun, adjective, or verb) to indicate a transgression of the boundaries between binaries and a 

challenge/extension of the norms produced by society, not just surrounding sexuality but also 

any/all forms of hegemony that work to discriminate, oppress, or otherwise alienate specific 

groups of individuals.  At times in the paper, I will also still use terms such as gay or lesbian to 

refer specifically to those individuals who identify as such. 

The term out (e.g., out of the closet) connotes spatiality as it relates to the metaphorical 

closet, out of which queers are said to come when their sexuality becomes public either by 

choice or by the doing of another.  Throughout the remainder of this paper, I will use the term 

out to refer to those individuals who view their sexuality to be common knowledge of those who 

know them.  I will further rely on Griffin’s (1991) definitions of “implicitly out” and “explicitly 

out” to distinguish between those teachers who assume others have some knowledge of their 

sexuality without having been directly told, and those who have directly disclosed their 

sexuality, respectively. 

Purpose 

 The primary purpose of this study was to describe and increase the understanding of the 

experiences of K-12 educators, who identify as queer while working in predominantly 
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heteronormative institutions.  Through semi-structured interviews, I have sought to determine 

how these teachers, when constructing their teacher identities, reconcile those identities with 

their sexual identities.  In so doing I intended to allow the voices of queer teachers to be heard, 

who wished to share their stories of personal struggles.  Additionally, I was aiming to promote 

support and protection of queer teachers equal to that of their straight colleagues by contributing 

to research which is widely read by influential stakeholders. 

Research Questions 

 In fulfilling the purpose of this study, I was seeking answers the following questions:  

What decisions do queer teachers make, or feel they are forced to make, regarding their decision 

to disclose or not to disclose information about their sexuality in the workplace? How do they 

understand their decisions regarding disclosure as affecting them personally and professionally? 

How do those decisions affect they ways in which they interact with students and colleagues? 

Methodology 

I am an educator.  I also happen to be queer.  I am not one or the other, but both and 

more.  Both characteristics interact fluidly to provide my own sense of subjectivity.  I do not feel 

that I am able, nor do I see the need to try, to separate one from the other.  From my own 

struggle with learning society’s negative definition of queer at an early age and how the term 

described what I did not know I was at the time, to being a teacher who struggled to hide a major 

part of myself, to having queer students who depended on me for support and guidance, I am 

conscious of how my own subjectivity has and will continue to influence my academic and 

research goals.  I have been both a queer student and teacher and have felt a sense of 

helplessness and voicelessness in both capacities. 
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My professional experiences have taught me that the support we as teachers, both queer 

and straight, offer our students is very important in many different ways.  My personal 

experiences as a queer teacher have taught me to ask questions such as: Who supports the 

teachers, especially the queer ones? Who hears their concerns and struggles? How can we ensure 

that queer teachers are afforded the same consideration, rights, and protection as their straight 

colleagues? How can we empower them and have the knowledge to make the best decisions 

regarding their own fight for equal protection? I believe that one of the ways this can happen is 

by letting all teachers, administrators, parents, and other stakeholders hear about the experiences 

of queer teachers in the field. 

I understand that not all educators are as comfortable as I am with the queer part of their 

identity, or possibly not comfortable at all with having it conflated with their teacher identity.  

This is why I am interested in learning how other queer K-12 educators reconcile their queer 

identity with their teacher identity.  I want to share their stories both to provide a voice for those 

who are afraid to speak out and to advocate for equal rights, protection, and professional respect 

for queer teachers.  Additionally, I feel that I am in a position to shed light on issues affecting 

queer educators that they may not be in a position to publicly address themselves. 

Theoretical Framework 

In working to determine answers to my research questions, I utilized the narratives that 

were co-constructed with the participants in my study to provide a voice for those queer teachers 

who have traditionally been silenced by a fear of coming “out” and/or otherwise marginalized, 

harassed, or discriminated against after doing so.  As such, I addressed the real-life experiences 

of queer teachers and how those experiences have determined their subjectivities and identities.  

Thus, I have attempted to analyze this work through a queer phenomenological framework. 
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According to Madison (2012), interpretation of participant stories through a 

phenomenological framework aids in the construction of meaning of the stories.  Smith (2011) 

defines phenomenology as the study of “conscious experience as experienced from the subjective 

or first person point of view” (What is phenomenology section, para. 2).  In other words, it can 

relate to how things appear in our experience, how we experience things, or how our experiences 

determine the meanings we attach to those things.  According to Husserl (1999) our reality is 

determined by our consciousness.   Everything that we know is known through our own 

conscious experience of phenomena.  Heidegger (as quoted in Van Manen, 2014, p. 28) wrote, 

“Hence phenomenology means: to let what shows itself be seen from itself; just as it shows itself 

from itself.  That is the formal meaning of the type of research that calls itself 

‘phenomenology.’”  Van Manen himself (2014) describes phenomenology as a method of 

questioning through which meaning making occurs.  Interpreting Heidegger’s definition, he 

writes that it is about bringing forth that which is hidden.  Many of the experiences of queer 

teachers remain hidden for a number of reasons that I will herein explore.  Thus, the 

phenomenological lens has helped to focus on the uniqueness of participant experiences, their 

feelings of societal pressure to suppress their queer identity, and their attempts to reconcile that 

identity with their teacher identity.  The bringing forth of that which is hidden called for a 

method of questioning that is supported through the use of the semi-structured interview. 

Since I was interested in understanding not only how queer teachers’ realities are formed 

through their lived experiences, but also how those realities determine how they reconcile their 

teacher identity with their queer identity, I also relied on queer theory.  Looking at queer identity 

through the lens of queer theory aided in my analysis of how queer teachers perceive their 

reality, construct their sexual identity, and perceive their decision to live their sexual identity 
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openly as relating to and affecting their teacher identities (Madison, 2012).  Because queer 

theory was developed in part to work through issues pertaining to identity, the use of queer 

theory allowed me to elaborate on my reasons behind my use of the term queer as opposed to 

other terms such as homosexual, gay, lesbian, etc.  Additionally, it provided a basis for 

discussing how categories such as heterosexuality and homosexuality are social constructs that 

perpetuate the normal/abnormal binary which contributes to the legitimization of oppression of 

queer individuals (Butler, 1999).  Developing the concepts of sexuality and normativity allowed 

me to interpret how participants may perceive their sexualities as being regulated and how 

politics (Butler, 1999) play into their choice to come “out” or remain “closeted.” 

Moreover, Ahmed’s (2006) concept of a queer phenomenology helped me to relate the 

concept of orientation as “finding our way” or “feeling at home” (p. 7) to how queer teachers 

align their bodies toward their work spaces.  Queer phenomenology offers an explanation of how 

a queer teachers present (or perform, if you will) at school has not only to do with their sexual 

orientation.  They can be oriented queerly just by virtue of whether or not they “line up” with 

that which is considered “straight” or “normal.”  Their bodies, which “have been made 

unreachable by the lines of conventional genealogy” (Ahmed, 2006, p. 107) are made reachable 

through queer orientations.  Thus, how they perform, oftentimes, is literally determined by their 

orientation to the place in which they work and the people with whom they work.  

Research Design 

I used a multiple-case study design.  Stake (2005) defines the multiple-case study as one 

that combines the study of several cases “to investigate a phenomenon, population, or general 

condition” (p. 445).  The study may or may not illustrate a commonality but can lead to a better 

understanding of other cases.  In other words, Stake claims, each case is of secondary interest 
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and aids in understanding a general phenomenon.  This multiple-case study allowed for multiple 

comparisons between participants in different school systems in Alabama.  The analysis of 

participant narratives also enabled me to let the stories of the participants be told from their own 

words, as the participants made sense of their own lived experiences.  Although I was not 

interested in replication or generalization, the ability to compare the stories from the various 

participants provided some commonalities and a better understanding of how queer teachers in 

Alabama manage their sexuality in the workplace. 

 In order to elicit stories and gain more detailed descriptions of the life worlds of my 

participants based on their interpretations of their experiences as queer teachers, I used a series of 

semi-structured interviews (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009).  I conducted all interviews face-to-face 

and audio-recorded them.  All but two of the participants provided both an initial and a follow-up 

interview.  To aid in maintaining confidentiality, I assigned a pseudonym for each participant 

and kept all transcript files locked in a safe in my personal home.  Additionally, all digital and 

audio files were kept on a password-protected hard drive.  I transcribed all interviews verbatim 

and returned each transcript to the respective participant for review.  Once any necessary 

corrections and/or clarifications were made, I coded each transcript using a threefold process.  I 

initially used a close, word by word reading to identify specific words or phrases of significance 

and develop codes.  Next, I used axial coding to categorize the codes into different clusters.  

Finally, I used selective coding to determine relationships between the categories.  Similar 

categorical responses from participants were organized into overall themes for presentation of 

findings. 

Trustworthiness/Validity 
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 Marshall and Rossman (2011) describe trustworthiness as the “goodness of qualitative 

research” (p. 39).  Validity has traditionally dealt with “whether a method investigates what it 

purports to investigate” (Kvale & Brinkman, 2009).  However, Schwandt (as cited in Creswell & 

Miller, 2000) defines validity as “how accurately the account represents participants’ realities of 

the social phenomena and is credible to them” (p. 124).  This definition more closely agrees with 

the constructs of credibility and transferability (analogous to internal and external validity, 

respectively) as put forth by Lincoln and Guba (1985).  The multiple-case study design also 

increases the validity of my study and will hopefully decrease potential criticism and skepticism 

of my work (Yin, 2009).   

 To address the credibility of my study I examined validity through two of three different 

lenses as described by Creswell and Miller (2000).  Through my lens as a researcher I 

triangulated across individual participant data in the semi-structured interviews.  Through the 

lens of the participants I conducted member checks to confirm my interpretation and presentation 

of their words.  The final lens of will be that of external individuals (i.e. my instructor and peers). 

Participants 

The participants for this study consisted of both current and retired educators of public K-

12 institutions in Alabama, who self-identify as queer.  It was not a requirement that the 

participants be “out” (i.e. public disclosure of their sexuality) to participate.  They represented a 

diversity of gender, race, age, grade levels, subject/administrative areas, and experience levels.  

The appendix contains a list of complete demographics.   

A snowball sampling technique was used in order to encourage the desired sample size as 

well as diversity of group representation.  Due to the sensitive nature of my topic, I initially 

asked educators whom I personally knew identified as queer to serve as recruiters.  They 
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provided my contact information and a lay summary of my study to others, whom they felt might 

be willing to participate in the study. 

I had a total of six educators (four current and two retired) who participated.  Although I 

originally intended to focus only on educators who were currently still employed, I decided to 

include the two retired educators for two reasons: (1) They each felt that the study was important 

and were interested in the findings; and (2) I felt that their age difference from the other 

participants would provide a different perspective as well as insight to how things may or may 

not be changing for queer educators. 

Findings 
 
Out or Not Out – It Depends 

In response to my question about whether or not they were out at school, my participants 

provided various responses based on their own definitions of being out.  Sam, for instance, said, 

“I find there are different versions of ‘out’ for me…you can be kind of peeking out of the closet 

‘out.’ And you can also just rip the door off of the hinges and run out.  I would say [I was] more 

the peeking out of the closet ‘out’.  Sam went on to explain that in 23 years in education, he had 

explicitly told only around eight colleagues that he was gay.  Incidentally, all participants 

distinguished between having explicitly disclosed certain amounts of information about their 

sexuality to colleagues versus disclosing such information to students.  None reported having 

ever explicitly told students. 

Regarding disclosure to her students, Sara remarked, “To the kids…no.  I’m sure some of 

them have figured out that I’m gay.  You can sort of look at me and see that I have a sort of 

butch look going on.”  Sara referenced her short hair, lack of makeup, jeans, and the “science 

nerd” Superhero Periodic Table t-shirt she was wearing, all part of her usual attire, particularly 
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on casual Fridays.  For those participants who did choose to disclose personal information to 

colleagues, the level of disclosure depended primarily on location, administrative support, and 

comfort level with different colleagues. 

The Separation of Personal and State 

Three participants (Liz, Gina, and William) all answered with a resounding “No!” when 

asked about being out at school.  Liz and Gina both contributed their decisions primarily to 

concerns over job security.  However, William’s answer (perhaps the most emphatic) was more 

related to privacy.   He exclaimed: 

No! I was not out as a gay teacher…absolutely not! I was never the butchest thing that 

ever walked down the street.  I’m just not butch.  I’m really effeminate in many ways.  So 

I’m sure they suspected.  However, I’ve always had the attitude to this day that, what 

people do personally and privately is their own business.  I don’t want to know about my 

co-workers’ doings, what they’re doing with their husbands, what they’re doing with a 

lover or that nature.  We are co-workers, so we are business.  It is professional.  

Therefore, since I don’t want to know about your private life, you don’t need to know 

about my private life.  So it never came up in terms of discussion. 

William went on to explain how he taught during a time when it was just not respectful to 

question a teacher’s personal activities or for them to share such information at work. 

Ferfolja (2007) describes how a group of lesbian teachers she studied based their decision 

not to disclose their sexuality more on a “right of privacy” discourse than a necessity to hide 

their sexuality, and that they engaged the discourse even during times when they wished to be 

open about their sexuality, such as when they felt it might have served a pedagogical purpose or 

empower a gay or lesbian student.  Moreover, they maintained that since their role as teachers 
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and colleagues at work took precedence over making friends with colleagues, there was no 

reason to share personal information with those colleagues.  Similarly, Mayo’s (2008) entire 

teacher participant group, although either implicitly or explicitly out, saw no reason to develop 

anything other than cordial, professional relationships with other colleagues. 

Thus, what William was describing in his story was how he used the right to privacy 

discourse.  And although retired, William claimed that his decision to do so would not change, 

even if he were still in the workplace today.  Moreover, William said that he could not 

understand the necessity for some people today to proclaim their sexuality in the workplace.  He 

said, “So what!?! You’re gay! With that and 50 cents, you can make a phone call…if you can 

find a payphone.”  He just did not see the disclosure as relevant to performing one’s job. 

In discussing the distinctions often made by non-heterosexuals (as opposed to 

heterosexuals) between “being themselves” in public versus private places, Freitag (2013) claims 

that performativity for queer subjects often “hinges on where they are standing, many times quite 

literally” (p. 17).  Désert (1997) also explains how the issue of privacy is not the same for both 

heterosexuals and sexual minorities.  In fact, he claims, it is more an issue (or actually a 

requirement) of secrecy for sexual minorities.  Outward signs of implicit admissions to sexual 

acts as well as explicit public displays of affection by heterosexuals are tolerated.  Such behavior 

and information is expected to be kept private by sexual minorities.  Sara and Liz both 

commented similarly that they were both careful not to share any more information with some 

colleagues than was necessary.  They noted that there is a definite difference between them 

suspecting and knowing, and they felt that some of their colleagues really did not want to know. 
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The Difficulty of Not Being Oneself 

Still other participants in my study commented that it would be nicer and so much easier, 

if they could just be who they really are at work (i.e. not have to hide their sexuality).  Ricky, 

who was one of the youngest participants, and perhaps the most open at work of all of my 

participants, recalls what it was like when he first started teaching: 

It’s a little tough using gender neutral pronouns, or blatantly lying or not participating.  I 

think a lot of times, you’re not open; you’re not honest.  I don’t think of that in a negative 

way, as in you’re a liar…but you’re not personally invested in colleagues or talking to 

colleagues.  You’re not being who you are.  And that’s difficult in any situation. 

Ricky went on to explain how, over the past few years, it has really helped to be able to open up 

to colleagues and to have their support as well as the support of other gay teachers.  However, he 

worries about his untenured partner and the stress that he is enduring by remaining closeted at his 

own school. 

Likewise, Sam said, “It’s not fun having to lie and play games with people…like mind 

games…trying to keep yourself hidden.  It’s not fun having to practice how to stand or to 

speak…mannerisms you catch yourself doing.  It’s not fun being quizzed…about your personal 

life.”  And Liz commented on how much easier it would be at work, if she could express herself, 

show her true feelings, and talk about her family like everyone else does.  Finally, Sara claimed 

that it is difficult and scary to interact and participate with people who do not really know who 

she is.  All of the comments by my participants here point to the fact that as queer teachers, for 

various reasons, they are not necessarily able to be what they consider their true selves at work.  

The daily routine of having to act a certain way, lie, or otherwise try to deflect questions about 

their personal lives simply adds stress to the already demanding job of being a teacher.  Although 
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Soja (1989) does not use the term identity in his discussion of the spatiality of being, he says that 

one’s being in the world is determined by the ability to objectify the world and set oneself apart 

from it.  In other words, to form relations with the world (and I would argue, to form our own 

identities), we must first distance ourselves.  Soja explains our distancing is also a source of 

alienation.  It is a retreat back into self, even as it also allows for the formation of relations with 

the world. 

I would argue that a similar contradiction exists for queer teachers who have chosen not 

to publicly disclose their sexuality.  The queer identity and the teacher identity merge with other 

identities to make up the whole identity.  And though I write of these as if they are or can be 

separated into distinct identities, I realize that to speak of them as such risks rendering the whole 

identity unintelligible.  However, the dialectical contradiction for many queer teachers is that 

these “identities” are expected to remain separate at school.  Thus, queer teachers may feel 

forced to distance (alienate) themselves from part of their identity to be produced as the subject 

of teacher.  In doing so, they are essentially giving up something of themselves to be successful 

in a homonormative space, a task that can prove exhausting.  

While remaining in the closet about their sexual identity may provide some degree of 

safety, it can also stifle their teacher identities, thereby preventing them from effectively 

reaching their students (DeJean, 2004), and has been reported to cause psychological stress and 

even depression (Rudoe, 2010).  So what keeps some teachers from committing to “radical 

honesty,” what DeJean (2007) describes as “conducting their professional responsibilities in a 

way that consistently reveal[s] the truth about their lives” (p. 63)?  Much of it has to do with fear 

related to general homophobic and heteronormative views of queer people.  
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Homophobia and Heteronormativity 

For those teachers who self-identify as gay or lesbian, the decision to come out at work is 

a complex one that is guided by both personal fears and principles.  Fear of homophobic 

backlash is cited most often by teachers as one of the factors influencing their decision to come 

out to students and/or colleagues or to remain in the educational closet (DeJean, 2004; King, 

2004; Wood, 2005).  As such, I was interested in learning how homophobic and heteronormative 

discourses in the workplace affected the participants of my study.  The majority of their concerns 

involved experiences related to homophobic assumptions people made about them and/or 

misconceptions that they felt heteronormative society held about queer people.  Race was also a 

factor for two of my participants. 

Assumptive homophobia 
 

Sara recalled her first nine years of teaching as “terrifying” due to the answer she 

received from a human resources staff member regarding a question about the terms of her first 

contract. 

On the day we signed our paperwork in new teacher orientation, I carried my paper up to 

the HR lady and asked, ‘What is the moral turpitude thing? Is that the thing where you 

get fired if you turn up pregnant?’ And she laughed and said, ‘No. We haven’t done that 

in years.’ And then she said to me, and I quote, ‘It would have to be something really 

horrible.  Like, you’d have to turn out to be queer or something.’ End quote.  And I said, 

‘Oh…well, that won’t be a problem.’ [laughs] And I signed my contract, turned it in, and 

thought that I would be so far back in the closet that I’ll be mildewing for the rest of my 

career. 



Running head:  BREAKING THE SILENCE  16 

For some, being a new teacher is hard and scary enough as it is.  To essentially be told on your 

first day that you could be fired for simply being yourself certainly does not help.  Whereas Sara 

never really knew if the human resource staff member’s answer was just her interpretation, or if 

it was somehow directed at Sara due to a suspicion the woman had, it certainly made a lasting 

impression.  Sara also told of a student who called her a “fucking dyke” in front of the class 

several years later.  Although she described the child as “emotionally disturbed” and having had 

outbursts in other classrooms, as far as she knew, she was the only one to whom he had referred 

in this way.  Fortunately, she said, an administrator took him away and he was not there at the 

school much longer. 

 One of Gina’s experiences was unmistakably and directly related to a suspicion of her 

sexuality.  Gina remembered, “My first teaching position…I was asked by the principal if I was 

gay.  At that time, I was struggling with it.  I had not really dealt with it myself.  He told me that 

if I was gay, I would lose my job…that he would not hire me back.  So I had some difficult times 

with it.”  So of course, Gina felt that she had to lie about not being gay to protect herself. 

 Sam and Liz both received second hand comments regarding assumptions that others had 

made about their sexuality.  Sam had multiple experiences.  At one point, he heard from a band 

student that one of the athletic coaches had made references to “the faggoty band director” and 

how all the band guys must be fags.  Likewise, a colleague with whom he was very close shared 

that one of the athletic coaches derogatorily described how Sam was eating a banana at lunch one 

day by making reference to oral sex.  At one point, the principal (who happened to be very 

supportive of Sam) shared a concern regarding the talk amongst the faculty of the silver band 

that Sam wore on his left hand.  Sam said, “He [the principal] said that people were talking and 

wondering why I was wearing the ring.  They knew I was not married to anybody and didn’t 
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know if it was a gay partner ring.  He just asked me not to wear it.”  And on another occasion, he 

was also told by the principal that one male parent, in particular, did not want to help out with 

the band, because “he had discerned through the power of the Lord that the band director was a 

homosexual.”   Similarly, Liz was questioned about a picture she had on her desk in her athletic 

office that included her, her brother, her partner, and her partner’s daughter.  She said: 

Some students went in my office and said…oh, she’s got a picture of her girlfriend on her 

desk.  I never said anything.  They just assumed.  I mean…my brother was also in the 

picture.  The kids had said something…and one of the parents…oh she’s got a picture on 

her desk.  The principal asked [the parent] what the problem was…[and said] I also have 

pictures on my desk.  I told the principal that the picture was in my office where no one 

could see it but me, unless someone went in who wasn’t supposed to be in there.  The 

principal said she was just making me aware.  After that, I didn’t put any pictures of 

[partner] in my office.  

That Liz even had to worry about such a picture being on her desk in her personal office is an 

example of some of the ridiculous discrimination about which queer teachers must worry.  Liz, 

who also drives a bus for her school, told of another situation in which she had to call home 

about a student who was acting out on the bus.  The father told her that “he didn’t need a person 

of my lifestyle calling his house, and that he didn’t appreciate it.  Liz said that the mother finally 

got involved, and that the student actually asked the parents to “leave Coach [name] alone, 

because I really like her.”  Sam, Sara, Liz, and Gina all admitted that they do not exactly fit the 

heteronormative stereotype for their respective genders.  Endo, Reece-Miller, and Santavicca 

(2010) and Rudoe (2010) found that such teachers, regardless of whether the assumptions about 

their sexuality are true, claimed to be victims of “assumptive homophobia,” (p. 1029) because 
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they did not fit heteronormative gender stereotypes.  All of the above stories illustrate how, just 

based on assumptions about them being queer, these teachers became the brunt of homophobic 

remarks and/or endured various forms of discrimination. 

Heteronormative misconceptions 

 Assumptive homophobia also serves to perpetuate certain negative beliefs that some of 

heteronormative society holds for queer people.  When asked about some of the primary 

concerns they had as teachers who identified as gay or lesbian, Sam, Sara, Liz, and Ricky all 

admitted that they worried about a commonly held view of gay people as possible pedophiles or 

child molesters.   Liz, being a P.E. teacher and often having to be in the locker room when the 

girls were changing, recalled that she “stayed up front when all the girls were changing” to avoid 

anyone “assuming that I’m always looking at them…in that [lesbian] kind of connotation.”  

Perhaps Ricky summed up the whole notion of equating gay and pedophile best when he said: 

…misconstruing gay and pedophile together.  That’s a huge…that’s probably what makes 

me mostly…that type of thing…thinking that gay [laughs] means that you’re going to 

abuse kids…just that really negative and very stero- [stops in mid-word]...I can’t even 

say it’s a stereotype, because I think it’s just misinformation.  Or it’s not even true.  So I 

would hate that to be misconstrued.  I think when you are dealing with…I guess…an 

alternative lifestyle [uses air quotes and laughs], people sometimes have misinformation.  

And then when you’re dealing with kids, especially younger kids, I can imagine maybe 

older kids as well…them thinking…’oh you like little boys.’  And that’s not it.  Gay does 

not mean pedophile.  That’s always in the back of my mind…and pretty much in the back 

of my mind just being a male teacher in general.  So I wouldn’t want being a male 

teacher, and then being a gay male teacher on top of that to interfere. 
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The commonly held homophobic belief that queer teachers are pedophiles is seen throughout 

research conducted with queer teachers (Bishop, Caraway, & Stader, 2010; Graydon, 2011; 

King, 2004).  Incidentally, King (2004) refutes this notion, claiming that there is an “unclear 

definition of actual pedophilic relationships” (p. 126), and that the majority of pedophilic 

offenses are not between gay men and young boys.  So Ricky’s explanation about it being more 

misinformation than anything else appears to be plausible here. 

 Relatedly, Sara spoke (seriously but also comically) about another commonly held belief 

that gay people wish to recruit children. 

There are times I hear people get on their soapbox about ‘gay agenda.’ Oh my God. 

There might be gay teachers in the school, and they might be teaching the gay agenda. I 

don’t have time to get through the content that’s in my pacing guide.  I don’t have time to 

slow down from teaching periodic trends long enough to go into the gay agenda, even if I 

knew what that was. [laughs] I mean, what am I going to say? Fluorine is the most 

electronegative element…be gay!  [laughs] Really?!? [laughs]  And to some of those 

people I want to say, ‘Have you met your kid? We don’t want your kid. You can keep 

your kid over there on your side of the fence. [laughs] 

Previous research supports the fear that Sara has of being presumed to promote homosexuality 

and/or actively “recruit” children as homosexuals (Bishop et al., 2010; Graydon, 2011; King, 

2004).  However, King (2004) goes on to argue that the homosexual teacher’s influence over a 

child’s sexuality is a myth devised by some heterosexuals, by pointing out that children’s 

structures of sexual desire and affection are already in place by school age.  Thus, the possibility 

of the teacher influencing a child’s sexuality is unlikely. 
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 The second most commonly held concern identified by my participants was whether or 

not they would maintain their reputation as an effective educator if/when assumed or known to 

be queer.  Sara replied: 

I think, unfortunately, for a lot of people that would become the only thing that they knew 

or wanted to know about me.  The whole concept of me as an effective teacher would go 

out the window.  I would go from being a teacher to…the monster under the bed. 

Likewise, Sam felt that as a principal, coming out “would have been an impediment to my 

effectiveness to lead, because of people’s ignorance and their prejudices.”  And finally, William 

made it very clear that his primary concern was being a good teacher.  He said: 

I wasn’t a gay teacher…just like I wasn’t a black teacher.  My concern at the time was 

being a teacher…a good teacher…doing the day to day job that I had to perform.  If I had 

a performance…to get my choir students ready…that was my aim and focus.  Being gay 

was later.  I was not striving to be a good gay teacher.  I was trying to be good teacher. 

Queer teachers involved in other research have also indicated the importance of maintaining the 

“good teacher” image.  In addition to good pedagogy, this image was found to be linked to a self-

expressed level of confidence, their commandment of respect by both students and colleagues, 

and their popularity among students (Brockenbrough, 2012; Rudoe, 2010).  The absence of these 

qualities increases the possibility of attempts by students and/or colleagues to attack queer (or 

suspected queer) teachers personally, undermine their authority, or otherwise view them as 

ineffective. 

Race 

Since Ricky and William were the only two African American participants in my study, I 

asked them to comment on any additional issues they felt related to being a teacher who 
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identifies as both queer and African American.  Similar to some of the African American males 

interviewed by Brockenbrough (2012), Ricky and William indicated that their blackness was 

more influential in shaping their identity than was their sexuality.  Ricky first said: 

I have more…in the south [laughs]…more problems with that [being black] than I do the 

gay thing.  And a lot of it…is articulation.  I get that so many times…how well I speak.  

A lot of people say, ‘You don’t sound like a black guy?’ [laughs]  When I first started 

teaching…and I won’t say that it was rural, but it was a little further out in the county…I 

got along great because I wasn’t like the rest of the black people in terms of how maybe 

how I look…or you can talk about skin color…or how well-mannered) and how I didn’t 

fit a stereotype.  So I’ve seen that a lot…just in terms of race and stereotypes of what 

black is. 

 When I commented on not being able to find many black male teachers who were also 

gay, both Ricky and William attributed it to a larger issue with homosexuality within the black 

community.  Ricky said that being openly gay seems to be mostly a “white thing” and is not 

“what a black male is supposed to be…you know…strong and needed.”  So he said that if I did 

find a black male school teacher who happened to be gay, he would probably be closeted not 

only at school but also around his family.  Likewise, William spoke extensively about how black 

gay males are neither really supported nor empowered in the black community, because they 

produced the image of an emasculated male.  He elaborated: 

…being gay in the black culture is very much frowned upon.  If he is gay, he is losing his 

‘manliness,’ his ‘prowess,’ his ‘strength’ as a male.  I’ve had times when I have been out 

shopping.  I pass by white people all the time, and there’s no interaction.  They just go 

and may realize I’m gay and are like…whatever.  But I go by some blacks, and they start 
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snickering, laughing and pointing… that kind of beats down the black male who is gay 

from coming forward.  So if you are black, male, and gay, you would probably suppress 

it a lot more than your white counterpart.   

Although Ricky’s comment had nothing to do with his sexuality, and neither Ricky’s nor 

William’s comments directly related to their job as a teacher, both do serve to illustrate an 

additional layer of the black gay male identity with which they had to contend.  And one can 

certainly see how the pressures to fit into a heteronormative society (both within and outside of 

the black community simultaneously) might also govern how black gay male teachers perform at 

school. 

Interactions with Students 

Inclusion of LGBTQ issues 

 In general, none of the teachers in my study reported any direct inclusion of LGBTQ 

issues in their teaching.  Although they felt that it is important for kids to be exposed to such 

issues, they also felt that it would be difficult to present such information without it appearing to 

be out of the context of their class.  Sara, for example, half-jokingly said, “There’s just nothing 

gay about physics.”  At the very least, most indicated that they would address issues if they came 

up, particularly as part of a situation that could be seen as bullying.  Participants indicated that 

the primary way in which the topic came up was through the derogatory use of terms like gay or 

fag toward other students.  Whether the target student was in fact gay or not, was not the point.  

Sam, Sara, Liz, and Gina each said that they taught students that the use of such words in this 

way was no different from the use of racial slurs, neither of which would be tolerated. 

In one follow-up question, Sara did share two instances in which she briefly broached the 

subject of sexuality in class.  Some of her physics students had recently watched the movie, The 
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Imitation Game, about Alan Turing’s development of his machine that could theoretically help 

computer scientists analyze computer algorithms.  One of her students asked, “Why did they 

have to make such a big deal out of the fact that he was gay in the movie?” Sara took the 

opportunity to explain, “Well, he was gay in real life.  They didn’t make that up for the movie.  

He was, in fact, gay.  And he was persecuted for it.  To have left that out would have been not 

honest.”  Sara recalled another conversation, in which she corrected a male student in front of her 

class for calling another male student a fag. 

 Sara: I wouldn’t let you call somebody a nigger, a wetback or whatever else in my 

classroom.  So you’re not going to use that word either. 

 Student: Well that’s different from being black, Mexican, or whatever, because they 

[fags] are that way on purpose. 

 Sara: That is your personal opinion, and not everybody agrees with that, and it’s 

inappropriate language for the classroom. 

Sara went on to say that there has not been an issue like that in her classroom since.  She said, “I 

think that’s how I got the reputation as being the teacher who defends people.  I think the word 

got out that it’s probably not a good idea to call somebody a fag in Ms. [her last name]’s 

classroom.”  Sara, incidentally, said that she did not even think the boy who was being called a 

fag was actually gay.  Pascoe (2007) uses her notion of “fag discourse” to explain how a boy can 

be labeled a fag for acting in any way perceived as contrary to the normative masculine ideal, 

regardless of whether or not his heterosexuality is actually in question.  In this context, the fag 

discourse is used by boys to discipline their behaviors (i.e. compel them to behave in a masculine 

way) in certain spaces.   While Pascoe makes a valid point, the important thing in Sara’s 

situation was that she took the opportunity to take up for the student while teaching a lesson.   



Running head:  BREAKING THE SILENCE  24 

 Ricky explained that approaching topics of others’ differences is different at the 

elementary level.  Whereas he did not have any incidents directly related to sexuality, Ricky said 

that he takes the opportunity to teach about valuing others’ differences when possible through 

story lessons such as Dr. Seuss’s Sneeches.  By using this particular story of people who have 

stars and those who do not, he said that he is able to teach that differences do not matter.  He 

said, “I try to teach that it doesn’t matter if you’re different…to embrace who you are…to 

embrace others for who they are…it’s about mutual respect…understand[ing] that they are 

different just like the next person, that there is common ground.”  Ricky said that his own 

identification as both a racial and a sexual minority motivates him to always teach in this way.  

This leads into another recurrent theme in participant responses, that of empathy and advocacy 

for students who are different. 

Empathy and advocacy for students 

 In addition to Ricky’s comment on how his being both black and gay made him more 

aware of a need to teach children to embrace diversity, other study participants indicated that 

being gay or lesbian had allowed them to better understand what some of their gay or lesbian 

students were possibly going through with own sexuality journeys.  It has also caused some of 

them to advocate for those students in certain situations as described below. 

Knowing (or at least suspecting) that there are gay and lesbian teachers who would 

support them may also be a source of comfort for many queer students.  Sam, Sara, and Gina 

each indicated that they had gay and/or lesbian students confide in them about their sexuality.  

Each felt that it was because the students either felt comfortable enough with them to do so, or 

figured that they would not be judged by someone they thought was like them.  Again, none of 

my participants reported having ever been open to these or any other students about their own 



Running head:  BREAKING THE SILENCE  25 

sexuality.  The closest that any of them came to such an admission was Sara.  Recalling a chance 

meeting of one her students at a local PRIDE parade, she said that her surprised student asked, 

“What are you doing here?”  Sara said that she simply replied, “The same thing that you’re doing 

here. [laughs]”, and left it at that.  However, Sara also said that she has a number of students 

(their sexuality unbeknownst to her) who hang out in her room before and after school for no 

particular reason that she knows of, other than the fact they feel comfortable there.  Sara also 

shared stories of her participation with another group of teachers in successfully advocating for a 

change in the prom dress code for a female student who did not wish to wear a dress. 

Sam explained that, when he was a school administrator, he had to deal with a number of 

issues involving gay students.  One 9th grade female he recalled as being an “out, Out, OUT” 

lesbian was trying to date an 8th grade female in the adjoining middle school.  According to Sam, 

the middle school principal was making the 9th grade girl out to be an aggressor and called her 

mother (who was already struggling with her daughter’s sexuality) and got her even more 

agitated.  Sam said that he counseled both the 9th grade girl and her mother (separately) for an 

extended time period.  Although he felt that he crossed numerous risky lines at the time, he felt 

that he was able to comfort the girl by telling her that he could not condemn her for what she was 

doing and advising her to be herself, but to be mindful of her surroundings.  Sam also felt that he 

was able to get her mother to better understand what her daughter was going through as well. 

 Even though some of the participants were able to effectively advocate for the rights of 

students, there were other times that some of them felt helpless to do so.  Gina admitted feeling 

as if she had failed as a positive role model for some of her gay and lesbian students by not being 

out, because she often felt that she was not in a safe position to say or do anything when she 

witnessed certain homophobic behaviors by both students and colleagues.  We can recall from 
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one of Gina’s previous stories that, the one time that she did protest how an administrator was 

speaking to a student about his sagging pants, she was told to mind her own business. 

Prior to becoming an administrator, Sam also had to make a very tough decision that 

went against what he knew was right.  His principal charged him with the task of telling a gay 

male couple that they probably did not need to chaperone an upcoming band trip with their child, 

as several parents were planning to not let their children go on the band trip if they went.  Sam 

said that all he could do was tell them that he did not agree with the parents’ or principal’s 

request, but that the best thing to do was to consider how it might affect their son if they pressed 

the issue.  They eventually bowed out of the trip.  Sam admitted that, “It was the most awkward, 

hypocritical, nasty feeling” not only because he knew it was wrong, but also because he figured 

the child’s father had to know or at least suspect that he was also gay.  Sam said that he has 

always looked back and thought, “…what a jerk.”  Other queer teachers would probably agree 

with Sam, yet feel compelled to capitulate in much the same way.  Why would someone make 

such a decision that goes against everything they believe and feel? Well, at least for queer 

teachers, a primary reason is the lack of protections available for the teachers themselves. 

Protections or the Lack Thereof 

According to the Gay, Lesbian and Straight Education Network (GLSEN), Alabama is 

one of the states that have “no promo homo” laws, which are “local or state education laws that 

expressly forbid teachers from discussing gay and transgender issues (including sexual health 

and HIV/AIDS awareness) in a positive light – if at all.  Some laws even require that teachers 

actively portray LGBT people in a negative or inaccurate way” (GLSEN.org).  Also 

disconcerting is that fact that Alabama has no statewide laws to prohibit discrimination of 

teachers or students based on sexual orientation.  It is also one of the many states that have no 
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enumerated anti-bullying laws.  The lack of such laws makes for very tenuous, and even scary, 

conditions for both queer teachers and students. 

When I asked my participants if they knew of any laws or policies that might be in place 

to protect them, should their sexuality become publicly known, all but Sara answered in the 

negative.  In fact, most of them felt certain that there was some form of a moral turpitude clause 

in their original contract which could possibly be interpreted in such a way as to warrant their 

termination.  Incidentally, none of the schools where my participants worked had any kind of 

gay-straight student alliance either.  I checked the equal opportunity statements and other human 

resources documents, as available, for each of my participants’ systems and was unable to find 

anything that specifically listed sexual orientation as a protected category.  The only exception 

was Sara’s school system. 

We have already heard Sara’s story about her first negative experience in learning about 

the moral turpitude clause in her original contract.  However, since the time of her original 

contract signing, their equal opportunity and non-discrimination policies have changed to include 

sexual orientation.  Although the following quote from Sara is lengthy, I have chosen to share 

her final story from a follow-up interview it in its entirety.  Sara’s story shares not only how she 

was positively affected by the policy change but also conveys how oblivious even the best of 

allies can be to the effects of the lack of such policies on good teachers.  Here is Sara’s story: 

When I noticed that my district had added sexual orientation to the non-discrimination 

policy, I got so excited that I printed out that page from the online handbook and went 

running to my assistant principal's office to share the good news.  ‘Have you seen this!?!’ 

I asked.  And she said that she hadn't seen it, and…yeah, that was great.  She didn't seem 

excited enough (by my standards), so I bounced around her office a little more sort of 
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celebrating, and eventually she asked, ‘Have you felt discriminated against here 

before?’  I said no, absolutely not, that she'd never been anything but supportive, but that 

I was just excited because I didn't have to be afraid anymore.  And she looked at me, 

totally confused, and said, ‘Why were you ever afraid?’  It really brought home to me the 

degree to which straight people in school system jobs just don't get it.  She seemed to 

think that since she wasn't personally discriminating against anyone, it wasn't 

happening.  And when I explained how terrified I'd actually been over the years, she was 

horrified:  ‘But you're a great teacher.  You never had anything to worry about.’  So I told 

her the story about the human resources person telling me I'd be fired if I ‘turned out to 

be queer or something,’ and I thought my AP was literally going to topple out of her 

chair.  Even the people who consider themselves our allies have no idea what we go 

through. 

I believe that Sara’s story is a powerful one.  That her school system changed their policy 

was great and important news in itself.  But what Sara said about the lack of understanding of 

those like her administrator (who also happened to, fortunately, be a well-intentioned ally) about 

how the lack of certain policies and protections effect specific groups is also important.  And 

even more important was the realization that her administrator had once Sara shared her past 

fears with her.  This one story illustrates why it is so important for stories like Sara’s, as well as 

those of any other queer teacher who has had similar experiences.  The only way changes can 

start to occur is through the sharing of these experiences far and wide, in hopes that those in a 

position to enact such changes will hear them, understand the need for change, and take up the 

work. 
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Implications and Significance 

Endo et al. (2010) report that a gap in the literature still exists regarding how queer 

teachers construct their teacher identity and in turn reconcile that identity with their sexual 

identity in spaces constructed as heterosexual.  The majority of research that does exist on the 

effects of homophobia and sexism on gay and lesbian teachers has not been published in 

professional educational journals, which are widely read by a larger, more diverse group of 

educational stakeholders (Endo et al., 2010).  As such, “gay and lesbian educators remain 

hidden, invisible, marginalized, [and] ignored” (Duke, 2007, p. 34).  Additionally, researchers 

have called for an examination of gay and lesbian educational issues in the U.S. throughout more 

geographical regions (DeJean, 2007; Endo et al., 2010).  Such studies would indicate how 

regional differences affect teachers’ decisions to come out of the closet.  DeJean (2007) 

specifically identifies a need to study larger, more varied groups, which include teachers in both 

public and parochial schools.  Moreover, King (2004) suggests that research is needed which 

examines the effects that internalization of societal expectations has on all teachers.  

Brockenbrough (2012) particularly points to a need for more study on the relationship between 

homophobia and the expectation to perform hegemonic masculinity, as it specifically relates to 

the “gender-mediated culturally relevant pedagogies” of black male teachers (p. 759). 

In addition to the knowledge base built by conducting such research studies, researchers 

have shown that their subjects often benefit directly from their participation in the research.  For 

example, these studies give a voice to gay and lesbian teachers who might otherwise feel 

silenced (DeJean, 2007; Endo et al., 2010) in heterosexualized spaces.  DeJean (2007) also 

claims that including gay and lesbian educators in research studies provides an excellent 

opportunity for them to network with other gay and lesbian teachers, thereby further decreasing a 
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sense of isolation.  Moreover, Endo et al. (2010) specifically notes that research methods such as 

focus groups, in which participants are able to openly share ideas and concerns with other gay 

and lesbian teachers, many for the first time, appeared to provide a somewhat therapeutic effect 

for the participants.   

Finally, educational institutions are in a very powerful position to potentially change the 

way society views and treats sexual minorities (Bishop et al., 2010).  Legislation and polices put 

into place to prevent harassment and discrimination based on sexual orientation are not 

sufficient, particularly when ignored.  To combat the broader societal homophobic views and 

their material effects, radical and systemic changes in school culture must be made 

(Brockenbrough, 2012; Rudoe, 2010).  By providing pre-service programs that include diversity 

training (Mayo, 2008) and preparation for the inclusion and questioning/challenging of gender 

and sexual identity constructions of society (Endo et al., 2010), colleges and universities can 

begin to cultivate teachers and administrators who understand the importance of promoting 

professional and inclusive working and learning environments for all teachers and students 

(Mayo, 2010).  The provision of similar forms of professional development within individual 

schools by educational leaders would allow faculty members time for self-reflection and equip 

them with the tools required to respond rationally (Mayo, 2010) when presented with situations 

involving harassment and/or discrimination.  Thus, continuing research that highlights issues 

associated with homophobia and sexism is necessary, if we are to “empower gay and lesbian 

educators, students and families” (Duke, 2007, p. 34).  
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Appendix 
 

Pseudonym Age Gender Sexual 
Identity 

Race Occupation # Years 
Exp. 

System Type 

Ricky 34 Male Gay Black Elementary School Special Ed. Teacher 10 Small city 
William 62 Male Gay Black Elementary School Music Teacher (retired) 25  

(retired) 
Large city 

Gina 54 Female Lesbian White Middle School P.E. Teacher (retired) 25  
(retired) 

Large city 

Sam 46 Male Gay White High School Band Director, Administrator, 
Central Office Personnel 

13/8/2 
(23 total) 

Mid-size county 

Sara 34 Female Lesbian White High School Science Teacher 12 Large county 
Liz 42 Female Lesbian White Elementary/Middle School P.E. Teacher 14 Large county 
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