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Abstract

This qualitative research explored the lives of five LGBTQ+ educators in the United
States South. One participant identified as gay, one as bisexual, one as lesbian, one as
transgender, and one as queer. In addition to the lived experiences, a document analysis of
proposed, passed, and dead legislation was conducted in conjunction with the interviews to better
understand the lived experiences of the LGBTQ+ participants through their perspectives and
from a legislative perspective. Drawing on Minority Stress Theory, Intersectionality, and Queer
Theory, this qualitative study examined how lived experiences of being an LGBTQ+ educator
shapes participants’ pedagogies and subjectivities. Findings reveal that LGBTQ+ educators’
professional identity rather than their personal identity of being an LGBTQ+ person influences
their desire to stay in field of education although many policies and legislation are discriminatory
to them as people. Participants discussed their levels of professional commitment to the field of
education, their feelings of belonging in educational workplaces, couched within salient,
intersecting identity dimensions related to sexual orientation, gender, race, and dis/ability.
Recommendations for further research encourage educational institutions to support LGBTQ+
educators beyond “food, festivals, and flags” (C. F. Meyer & Rhoades, 2006), recognizing and
amplifying the salience of intersecting identity dimensions of LGBTQ+ educators, and to
dismantle systemic anti-gay and discriminatory systems threatening the pedagogies and existence
of LGBTQ+ educators.
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Chapter 1 - Introduction

Research Context

“Sodomy laws”—discrimination based on sex and sexual orientation—impact sectors such
as employment, marriage, child adoption and guardianship, inheritance, health care, and
education. Representing violations of the “fundamental principle of equality before the law”
(Afshar, 2006, p. 65), such laws appear across the United States (U.S.) and fuel the enduring
antigay movement. The antigay movement has viewed Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender,
Queer+ (LGBTQ+) people as a threat to heteronormative societies (Graves, 2018), or social
systems that places heterosexuality as the norm and superior to all other expressions of sexuality
(Robinson, 2016). People who do not conform to heteronormative beliefs face challenges across
social sectors, both nationally and globally. This creates a culture of silence around non-
heterosexual identities where queer beliefs and ideas are under surveillance and censorship (Le
Cui, 2021). Graves (2018) shares that for decades, LGBTQ+ people have been seen as diseased,
criminals, pedophiles, and groomers through the eyes of many; yet, through tremendous growth
that may seem like sanctioned equality for LGBTQ+ people, there is much more growth to be
done. Because LGBTQ+ people exist in a predominantly heteronormative world, they face
additional stressors in their workplaces related to discrimination based on sex, sexual orientation,
and gender expression (Meyer, 1995).

The problem of discrimination based on sex, sexual orientation, and gender expression is
not only faced in the general world but also one that individuals face locally. Recent research
highlights ongoing discrimination against LGBTQ+ individuals in the U.S., although there is
growing social acceptance of LGBTQ+ individuals. While federal statutes do not prohibit

discrimination based on sexual orientation or gender identity, some states and localities have



enforced protective laws that historically mirror sodomy laws (Mallory & Sears, 2020).
However, this creates inconsistency from state to state. Legal interpretations of sex
discrimination under Title VII have evolved, with some courts now recognizing sexual
orientation discrimination as a form of sex-plus discrimination (McAllister, 2019; Ruszkowski,
2019). A study of children and youth found that 1.5% experienced discrimination based on
sexual orientation or gender identity, with females more likely to be affected. Factors such as
family resilience and adequate healthcare access were associated with reduced odds of
discrimination. Importantly, children exposed to such discrimination had 5.3 times higher odds
of mental, emotional, developmental, or behavioral problems (Yau & Woods, 2023).

Therefore, it is important to understand how homophobia and discrimination against
sexual orientation and gender expression manifests in educational settings (Shoshilou &
Vasiliou, 2016). In the educational workplace, educators are subject to biases and discrimination
based on their sexuality. This leads to extra stressors in the workplace that can affect an
educator’s ability to focus on what matters — students, families, and instruction (Powell et al.,
2020). Connell (2015) discusses how LGBTQ+ educators and people are subject to only
discussing or expressing matters that are not related to sexual orientation or gender expression;
while their heterosexual peers feel empowered can dress and talk as they choose, or to bring their
institutions under privileging and norms of heteronormativity.

Statement of the Problem

To date, not much policy protects LGBTQ+ educators from discrimination (Connell
2012); in fact, anti-diversity and antigay policies have become increasingly common throughout
many parts of the U.S. (PEN America, 2024). With little to no policy that protects the rights of

LGBTQ+ educators, some are fired as their superintendent or supervisors learn that they



participate in “same-sex” intercourse (Kahn & Gorski, 2016). In Ohio, a gay teacher was fired
for discussing his pride-themed bracelet with his students. He claims that his students asked
about the bracelet, and he needed to share what the bracelet represented. This led to his
termination for breaking board policies of discussing political or religious beliefs with students
(Cooper, 2023). Another incident occurred where a gay teacher was fired because of a post on
his personal social media depicted him kissing his longtime boyfriend (ABC7 New York, 2023).

Discrimination of sexual orientation is not only the only form of discrimination
happening to people who identify as LGBTQ+; there has also been discrimination of educators
based on gender expression. An incident in Florida led to the termination of a teacher who had
the gender-neutral honorific “Mx.” in their email signature (Keane, 2023). This broke a policy
set by Florida Governor, Ron DeSantis, the “Don’t Say Gay” law (Florida House of
Representatives, 2023). Under the law, teachers are barred from classroom instruction of sexual
orientation or gender identity through the eighth grade. Because of the use of non-normative
pronouns, the teacher was terminated (Keane, 2023).

Targeting and terminating LGBTQ+ educators for their sexual orientation or gender
expression fuels negative stereotypes for LGBTQ+ educators who serve students daily. The same
LGBTQ+ educators then feel that they cannot be their authentic selves and are fearful of the
possible negative results they can encounter if they choose to share their sexual orientation
(come out) (Simons et al., 2021). Educators are told to be their authentic selves with their
students to create meaningful and rich connections that help guide those students through the
world. However, the lack of educator authenticity can undermine student experiences as well as

the quality of one’s teaching practices (Kreber & Klampfleitner, 2013). The request to uphold



authenticity is merely a desire that cannot be met if LGBTQ+ educators are held to the
discriminating expectation of hiding their true and authentic selves (Connell, 2015).

This research is to explore both positive and negative experiences that LGBTQ+
educators undergo as there is limited research that supports how LGBTQ+ educators experience
a workplace in institutional contexts. Employee tenure of LGBTQ+ employees is shorter
compared to heterosexual employees (Fric, 2021), which raises opportunities to ask questions
about why LGBTQ+ employees do not commit to the field of education as long compared to
their heterosexual peers. This also raises the opportunity to identify the sense of belongingness in
PK-12 educational institutions and the acceptance of LGBTQ+ educators.

Purpose of the Study

The purpose of this study is to understand the primary challenges of LGBTQ+ educators
and how those challenges play a role in their sense of belonging and commitment to the field of
education. Common amongst many LGBTQ+ employees, LGBTQ+ employees find themselves
constantly “coming out” or undergoing discrimination, fear of job loss, and fear of loss of respect
(Bowring & Brewis, 2009). However, many positive workplace experiences make LGBTQ+
employees feel supported and seen, especially when they are recognized by higher-level
employees that supervise or manage them (Tomlinson, 1998). This research examines both
positive and negative experiences that LGBTQ+ educators undergo as there is limited research
that supports how LGBTQ+ educators experience a workplace that consists of the educational
field (Brady, 2022). Employee tenure of LGBTQ+ employees is shorter compared to
heterosexual employees (Fric, 2021), which raises opportunities to ask questions about why
LGBTQ+ employees do not feel as if they possibly belong in certain workplaces. This also raises

the opportunity to identify the culture and atmosphere of PK-12 educational institutions and their



acceptance of LGBTQ+ educators, particularly in more restrictive U.S. policy contexts (PEN
America, 2024).
Research Questions

Given the study context, purpose, and guiding literature, the following research questions
guide this research examining the lived experiences of LGBTQ+ educators:

1. What are the primary challenges faced by LGBTQ+ educators within their educational
institutions based in the Southern region of the U.S.?
2. How do these challenges play a role in LGBTQ+ educators in the U.S. South’s sense of

belonging and commitment to the field of education?
Rationale and Significance of the Study

Brady’s (2022) research suggests that LGBTQ+ educators are an understudied and
overlooked population in educational research. In addition to the lack of research on LGBTQ+
educators, there is an additional lack of research for LGBTQ+-identifying pre-service educators
in teacher preparation programs (Jones, 2023). This lack of research including both pre-service
and current educators creates a need to understand how LGBTQ+ educators experience a sense
of belonging and maintain commitment to the field of education. The research is light on how
commitment to the field of education and sense of belonging intertwine, but it is thinking about
how a sense of belonging increases efficacy in a professional such as motivation, confidence, and
meeting or exceeding job expectations.

Additionally, common amongst many LGBTQ+ employees, LGBTQ+ employees find
themselves constantly “coming out” or undergoing discrimination, fear of job loss, and fear of
loss of respect (Bowring & Brewis, 2009). However, many positive workplace experiences make

LGBTQ+ employees feel supported and seen, especially when they are recognized by higher-



level employees who supervise or manage them (Tomlinson, 1998). Although there have been
great gains in rights for LGBTQ+ people, this research examines both the joys and the primary
challenges of LGBTQ+ educators in the Southern U.S. and how those challenges play a role in
their sense of belonging and commitment to the field of education. It is evident that there is not
enough research on LGBTQ+ educators in educational research (Antonelli & Sembiante, 2022).
It is important as the researcher of this study to explore and understand how LGBTQ+ educators
view their workplace environment and identify trends, commonalities, and differences between
each lived experience. Through the narrative lived experiences, we can then interpret how
LGBTQ+ educators conceptualize a sense of belonging and maintain commitment to the field of
education.
Research Approach Overview

This study employs intersectionality, Minority Stress Theory, and Queer Theory as its
guiding frameworks. Intersectionality emphasizes the ways in which overlapping identities, such
as gender, race, and sexual orientation, interact with systems of oppression, offering a niche lens
to examine how participants navigate their professional and personal lives (Crenshaw, 1991).
Minority Stress Theory provides a framework for understanding the unique stressors faced by
LGBTQ+ people due to social stigma, prejudice, and discrimination (Meyer, 1995). Lastly,
Queer Theory is central to interrogating and deconstructing dominant narratives about sexuality
and identity (Minton, 1997), making it fitting for exploring the lived experiences of LGBTQ+
educators in the U.S. South. Together, these theories align with my study’s purpose of
understanding the multifaceted experiences of LGBTQ+ educators as well as answering my

research questions focused on sense of belonging and commitment to the field of education.



This study employes a qualitative research design, rooted in Seidman’s (2019) three-
interview model, to capture the depth and complexity of the participants’ lived experiences. This
approach emphasizes the power of narrative voice and the importance of understanding
individual perspectives over time, making it an ideal methodology for addressing my study’s
purpose and research questions. By conducting in-depth, semi-structured interviews with
participants representing diverse LGBTQ+ identities, my study highlights their voices while
maintaining a structured framework for data collection and analysis. This qualitative design is
then strengthened by the integration of legislative analysis, providing a critical contextual
understanding of my participants’ stories (Duarte, 2020). The combined focus on personal
narratives and systemic factors supports my study’s relevance to further discussions on LGBTQ+
inclusivity in educational settings.

Definition of Terms

Given the study’s purpose, guiding literature, and research questions; the following terms
will also inform the remainder of this dissertation:

1. Coming Out - the process of understanding, accepting, and valuing one's sexual
orientation or gender identity, and sharing that identity with others.

2. LGBTQ*+ - an acronym encompassing lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer, and
other sexual orientations and gender identities beyond heterosexual and cisgender norms

3. Minority - a group numerically inferior to the rest of the population, in a non-dominant
position, whose members show a sense of solidarity toward preserving their ethnic,
religious, or linguistic characteristics.

4. Commitment to the field of education - encompasses a strong dedication to teaching,

educational institutions, and professional growth.



5. Sense of Belonging - a subjective feeling of value and respect derived from a reciprocal
relationship to an external significance.

6. Queer - a concept that challenges traditional sex/gender dichotomies and norms that is a
reclaimed identity and political concept that challenges heteronormative social structures.
Queer is a spectrum that encompasses lesbian, gay, transgender, bisexual, and other
sexual orientations.

7. No Promo Homo - policies in US schools restrict or prohibit any school-based
instruction, counseling, discussion, or activity that could be construed as being positive
about or promoting homosexuality.

8. Sexual Orientation - a sexual attraction, behavior, and identity, with biological factors
playing a strong role.

9. Gender Expression - how one externally performs their gender.

10. Gender Identity - how one internally identifies their gender.

11. Outing - the practice of publicly exposing someone's presumed sexual orientation against
their will.

Positionality Statement
Growing up, | knew | wanted to be an educator to serve students and communities. But
this passion challenged prevailing machismo that governed how Latino men view valuable
work—uwhich often meant working on your feet or with your hands. I also knew growing up that
I wasn’t like the rest of my peers or the people around me, creating an internal struggle around
identity and acceptance. However, academia was a place where | found success in scholarly
work and working with others, building on my passion for education and a greater sense of

belonging. Later in life, I would find myself teaching at the secondary level—as an adult who



also happened to be gay. Now, I wasn’t the typical flamboyant person who had rainbows pulsing
from my veins — | kept that part of myself private—as | did not want to ruffle any feathers of
stakeholders that could potentially, easily, make sure | was out of a job by the next day.

This dissertation is more than just for me — it is for LGBTQ+ people who have
constantly been put down and or framed as not good enough by their employers and larger
society. | have been grateful to have worked with administrators and directors who
acknowledge/d and appreciate/d who I am as an individual; but I have also worked with leaders
where | knew that my sexual orientation shaped their perceptions of me. In my career, | have
also faced parental scrutiny, who have taken their students out of my class because | was a gay
educator. Some of those same parents have even questioned my eligibility to be an educator
further inquiring of my principal why they “would hire a gay person.” Nevertheless, in this field,
| have been thankful to have so many accepting students; but | know that I have also had students
skeptical of me based on my sexual orientation. The worst part of it all was that they were—and
are—students that | would do anything for, who simply do not want me to serve them because of
who | am.

Dissertation Overview

This chapter introduces the research study. This chapter presents an overview of the
study's context and problem, identifying the research questions and the rationale of this study.
Chapter 2 reviews the literature on Minority Stress Theory, Queer Theory, and intersectionality.
Throughout Chapter 2, the reviewed literature analyzes anti-LGBTQ+ legislation and workplace
environments for LGBTQ+ educators. Chapter 3 identifies and explains the research design,
methodology, and qualitative methods. This chapter details the participant selection and

recruitment strategies, data collection, and data analysis for the interviews and documents.



Chapter 4 includes the participant profiles, detailing their experiences growing up and within
their roles as educators. Chapter 5 details the findings that emerged from the interviews and
document collection analysis. Findings from the study highlight how LGBTQ+ educators’ rights
and freedoms are affected through proposed legislation as well as within the context of their
conservative homesteads and how legislation is trying to erase/diminish LGBTQ+ identities and
representation in PK-12 schools. However, this chapter also highlights how participants develop
resilience and embrace their identity as educators continue to serve students. Finally, Chapter 6
analyzes the findings from Chapter 5 through discourse and literature. This chapter also includes

proposed conclusions and potential recommendations.
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Chapter 2 - Literature Review

Introduction

In looking at LGBTQ+ educators’ lived experiences in public education settings, this
literature review will look at several ideas that contribute to how LGBTQ+ teachers may feel and
perceive their workplace. This literature review aims to provide a robust background of
information that shows the reader that the sense of belonging and commitment to the field of
education are hindered by beings an LGBTQ+ educator in the United States South. This
literature review examines topics and issues related to heteronormativity, No Promotion of
Homosexuality (No Promo Homo) laws (Barrett & Bound, 2015), intersectionality (Crenshaw,
1991), Minority Stress Theory (Meyer, 1995), Queer Theory (Sumara, 2001), educators
supporting LGBTQ+ students, LGBTQ+ educators supporting other LGBTQ+ educators, and
workplace environments for LGBTQ+ educators. This literature review notes gaps in literature
examining LGBTQ+ educators and their perspectives of their educational workplaces, and what
key factors closely contribute to the occupational experiences of LGBTQ+ educators; which this
dissertation research aims to address.
The Rise of Heteronormativity in the United States

The rise of heteronormativity in the United States is closely linked to the promotion of a
specific family model: the heterosexual nuclear family (Kitzinger, 2005). This norm is reinforced
through social institutions, including educational institutions; where sexuality education frames
LGBTQ+ people and families negatively or as atypical, while promoting heteronormative ideals
(McNeill, 2013). The prevalence of heteronormativity is evident in everyday interactions, such
as medical calls, where family reference terms are used to construct and reinforce the normative

heterosexual family structure (Kitzinger, 2005). Although heteronormativity and same-sex
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(homonormativity), have been used by marginalized communities to gain political inclusion,
some movements are rejecting these norms in favor of more inclusive approaches to social
justice (Esparza, 2018).

During the 1990s, antigay hate was strongly influenced due to the rise of gay rights
initiatives in the U.S. (Duggan, 1994). In the late 1990s and early 2000s, antigay hate was seen
as socially and culturally normative. This included both physical and verbal attacks on people
who were presumed to be a part of or a part of the LGBTQ+ population. It was common amongst
young adults to partake in antigay hate of LGBTQ+ people (Franklin, 2000). Also, although not
a sole factor, the AIDS and HIV epidemic created a stigmatizing prejudiced outlook on AIDS
patients and LGBTQ+ people, as they were seen to be closely related (St. Lawrence et al., 1990).
At the time of the epidemic, groups of people would also equate male-male sexual behavior to
AIDS, which inspired more antigay attitudes against LGBTQ+ people (Herek & Capitanio,
1999). However, through this epidemic, LGBTQ+ teachers were also subject to homophobia and
discrimination (Irwin, 2002).

Such discrimination leads to socioeconomic disparities, health inequalities, and increased
mental health risks, including higher rates of anxiety, depression, and suicide (Pietrosanti, 2024;
Mallory & Sears, 2020); factors that also affect one’s professional life. The lack of
comprehensive federal protections leaves LGBTQ+ individuals vulnerable, with only 20 states
and D.C. having enacted comprehensive non-discrimination statutes (Mallory & Sears, 2020). In
healthcare settings, discriminatory practices continue, affecting LGBTQ+ individuals' access to
quality care (Joshi, 2022). During disasters, LGBTQ+ communities face heightened risks due to
bias in federal response programs and lack of recognition of LGBTQ+ families (Goldsmith et al.,

2021). To address these issues, recommendations include legislative reforms, improved
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education, and more inclusive practices in healthcare and disaster relief services (Goldsmith et
al., 2021; Joshi, 2022).

Heteronormativity in the U.S. South

Although much work has been done to create a more inclusive nation for LGBTQ+
people—especially through social justice impacts—heteronormativity remains particularly
prevalent in the U.S. South, affecting LGBTQ+ people in educational and social contexts
(Hylton, 2005). The United States South is also highly known as the “Bible Belt”, home to many
Christian Conservatives, who have a lack of acceptance and tolerance for LGBTQ+ people
(Thomas-Durrell, 2020). Research on LGBTQ+ experiences in the Bible Belt reveals significant
challenges due to prevalent Christian fundamentalism and homophobia. LGBTQ+ individuals
often face isolation, abuse, and self-loathing, leading to depression and low self-esteem (Barton,
2010). The region's social norms and expectations of Christian ideology create a "Bible Belt
panopticon,"” creating both passive and active homophobic experiences for LGBTQ+ people
(Barton, 2011). Attitudes towards LGBTQ+ individuals among college students in the Bible Belt
are influenced by racial, ethnic, and sexual identities, as well as religiosity, patriarchal gender
norms, and parental perspectives (Worthen, 2018). LGBTQ+ educators based in the U.S. South
knew gay people who were Killed or abused because of their sexuality (Jones, 2023). These
intersecting factors complicate the experiences of LGBTQ+ people in the region, highlighting
the need for more inclusive policies and programs to address the unique challenges faced by
LGBTQ+ people in the Bible Belt.

With the current political climate in the U.S. South, laws restricting discussion of
LGBTQ+ issues in schools has shaped LGBTQ+ teachers’ pedagogical approaches; as many are

fearful that the political climate could lead these teachers to become fired (Jones, 2023).
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Sexuality education policies and curricula in schools usually promote heteronormativity while
trying to marginalize LGBTQ+ people and families (McNeill, 2013). The issue of homophobia
or a lack of tolerance for LGBTQ+ people exists in both K-12 and higher education in the U.S.
South (Wright-Mair, 2022). This issue is also highly prevalent for racially minoritized LGBTQ+
faculty who face challenges with tenure and promotion, racial battle fatigue, deteriorating health
and well-being, isolation, and limited support due to navigating racist and heterosexist systems
within their institutions. Wright-Mair (2022) continues to discuss how through intersectionality,
faculty in higher education fall victim to tokenization, an idea that the identity of an individual is
the reason they are selected to serve as faculty members in higher education. Therefore, it is
integral to examine the intersecting identity dimensions that shape LGBTQ+ educators’
understanding of themselves in social conditions that either aim to mute or erase their
personhoods.

Conceptual Framework: Intersectionality, Minority Stress, and Queer Theories

Intersectionality
Intersectionality is a complex and multifaceted approach to understanding social

oppression, emphasizes the interconnectedness of various forms of discrimination (Hopkins,
2017). Intersectionality considers how different social systems, such as race, class, gender, and
other identity markers intersect to shape individuals' experiences and understanding of
themselves (Gopaldas et al., 2009). Introduced by Kimerlé Williams Crenshaw (Crenshaw,
1991), also known as a founder of Critical Race Theory, intersectionality is not how
discrimination or oppression can be blamed on one facet of a social system; but rather, it is
instead how many people can experience oppression or discrimination simultaneously due to the

multiple, intersecting social systems in which one exists (Carastathis, 2014).
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Parra and Hastings (2018) discuss how intersecting identity markers in addition to sexual
orientation—such as race, ethnicity, and socioeconomic status—should be considered when
looking deeply into discrimination faced by LGBTQ+ people. Kollen (2014) discusses how
intersectionality plays into the visibility of social systems. An example is how although a
woman, visible to people and lower in the rank of social systems compared to men, could also be
a lesbian, invisible to people unless disclosed, which brings an even higher impact of minority
stress due to the pressure of keeping a heteronormative image at the workplace. A factor brought
up in Kollen’s (2014) research shares that when someone approaches a minority, the person
approaching the minority may find themselves unsure of how to “act without seeming impolite,
curious, or stigmatizing” (p. 31), which can lead to an uncomfortable atmosphere as both people
may share reciprocal stress. This leads to how those less likely to be oppressed or discriminated
against, create factors in workplace environments that could lead to discomfort or a sense of
unwantedness for minority populations.

Intersectionality plays a significant role in workplace experiences due to multiple systems
of oppression that could lead to one’s burnout (Ubisi et al., 2023). This is especially true for
LGBTQ+ women and people of color, as intersectionality represents an intertwined system of
oppression from multiple social systems (Cech & Rothwell, 2019). Even based on social
position, LGBTQ+ people may experience different forms of anti-queer violence (Meyer, 2012);
consequently, Minority Stress Theory is a key facet in LGBTQ+ people undergoing
discrimination in pursuit of sense of belonging.

Minority Stress Theory
Meyer (1995) describes Minority Stress Theory as a “juxtaposition of minority and

dominant values” (p. 39) resulting from social and psychological experiences of minority groups,
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most particularly those of stigmatized groups. The stress of the LGBTQ+ minority member is
based upon a heterosexism environment, a social system that places heterosexuality as the norm
and superior to all other expressions of sexuality (Robinson, 2016), which consequently
heightens one’s stress and stressors. The stressor may be alleviated by resources provided to the
LGBTQ+ minority member, or it may be heightened by being perceived as an “added burden” to
the social status of feeling lower than a heterosexual (Shilo & Savaya, 2012). Not only are
members of minority groups experiencing stress, but they are also encountering barriers
including a lack of resources and mental health benefits compared to many of their peers (Meyer,
2010).

With the classification of three different processes of the Minority Stress Theory, there is
a clear way to examine how those minority groups undergo stress in their day-to-day lives. The
three processes of the Minority Stress Theory for LGBTQ+ members include internalized
homophobia, perceived stigma, and actual prejudice (Meyer, 1995). Internalized homophobia is
a strong process present more in those with strong religious beliefs. Faith, an attribute closely
related to strong religious beliefs, is a strong piece of many peoples’ lives, but has also played a
role in the correlation between religious members and internalized homophobia (Shilo & Savaya,
2012). Internalized homophobia has also been closely related to the AIDS and HIV health issues,
especially deriving from fear of the AIDS epidemic in the 1980°s due to internal fears of
contracting sexually transmitted infections (Williamson, 2000). Internalized homophobia within
an LGBTQ+ individual has also led to low self-regard, anger, and avoidance (Rajput et al.,
2020). Perceived stigma from the viewpoint of the minority is closely related to an individual

with high vigilance. When a minority undergoes perceived stigma as a process of the Minority
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Stress Theory, the thought of something occurring is strong and leads to an elevation of stress for
the minority member (Meyer, 1995).

The last process of the Minority Stress Theory is prejudice, which is violence enacted on
a member of a minority group. For LGBTQ+ members, this can be classified as being excluded
from social events, being called “fag” or “dyke” as a joke, or being criminally targeted due to
their sexual orientation (Waldo, 1999). Prejudice is also a deep-rooted issue in many
heteronormative individuals and societies due to stereotypes that come from cultural
heterosexism, such as one that associates gay individuals with child molestation (Teliti, 2015).
Cultural heterosexism justifies anti-gay behavior and is seen that prejudice is “natural” against
those with harsh stereotypes, such as LGBTQ+ individuals, especially in the workplace (Herek,
1990).

Minority Stress Theory in the Workplace

Whether in work environments or social environments, LGBTQ+ members who receive a
general lack of support feel stress. The most salient process identified in workplaces is prejudice
through discrimination, often governed by prevailing heterosexism in the workplace. LGBTQ+
workers are being discriminated against in the workplace because companies and workplaces
remain more tolerant of heterosexism, leading to increased minority stress in the workplace
(Waldo, 1999). The highest percentage of those who have experienced workplace prejudice say
that they have been harassed by coworkers due to their homosexuality, diverging from co-
workers’ heterosexual beliefs and orientations. This feeling leads to a deeper-rooted issue of
double jeopardy: Members (part of more than one minority group) who are subjected to an
increase in discrimination and prejudice (Hayes et al., 2011). However, LGBTQ+ members in

workplaces who do not believe that they undergo minority stress at the workplace were deemed
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to be perceived as more heterosexually aligned, compared to their LGBTQ+ peers (Waldo,
1999). Hayes and colleagues (2011) found that LGBTQ+ members who are Caucasian also saw
less discrimination in the workplace and in social settings compared to double jeopardy members
whose sexual orientation is not heterosexual and are part of a minority race group or minority
gender group.

In Minority Stress Theory, the stressors that members of the minority group experience
are individualized, varied, and layered. The degrees of prejudice, stigma, and internalized
homophobia look very different for the minority group members (Hayes et al., 2011). The same
can be said about the resilience of those in minority stress groups. Resilience cannot be directly
observed but can only be inferred. There are many different viewpoints on resilience in the eyes
of researchers and how it affects minority groups (Meyer, 2010). Resilience could be a method
of coping, or it can even be seen as being able to live an easier life compared to peers of the same
minority group. However, increased understanding of resilience and how it is represented in
minority groups should be further researched and discussed (Shilo & Savaya, 2012).
Understanding resilience within minority stress groups provides valuable insights into how
individuals navigate prejudice and internalized stigma. However, the complexity of resilience
cannot be fully appreciated without considering broader frameworks that challenge traditional
constructs of identity. This is where Queer Theory becomes a vital lens, offering a deeper
exploration of how social and cultural norms shape our understanding of sexuality and gender.

Queer Theory

Importantly underscoring the research is Queer Theory, coined by Teresa de Lauretis
(1990), which asserts that sexuality and gender are socially and culturally constructed concepts

that organize and represent how humans are seen in the world. The classification of the word
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“queer” is a fluid term that welcomes the idea of breaking social and cultural constructs created
by man (Sumara, 2001). For decades, the world has heard of the word “queer” and the different
stigmas attached to it. Queerness or being queer is a term that recognizes the diversity of
sexuality within humanity (Greteman, 2017).

Queer Theory emerged in the 1990s as a critical approach to understanding sexuality and
gender (Minton, 1997). It challenges fixed sexual identities and notions of gender, questioning
the very concepts of "man™ and "woman™ (Jagose, 1996). Rooted in the history of homosexual
resistance and gay liberation movements, Queer Theory aims to deconstruct the rigid identity
categories and examine power dynamics that legitimize certain forms of sexuality while
stigmatizing others (Hewitt, 2018; Minton, 1997). Queer Theory views identity as fluid,
performative, and multiple, focusing on normativity rather than singular identity categories
(Cannon, 2020). Queer Theory's interdisciplinary approach expands on feminist theory, refusing
the notion that sexuality and gender are determined solely by biology (Hewitt, 2018). Its strength
lies in creating new ways of thinking about sexuality and gender (Jagose, 1996), something that
challenges political thinking.

Queer Theory has significantly influenced politics in the U.S. since its emergence in the
1990s, challenging traditional notions of gender, sexuality, and identity (Brettschneider, 2019). It
has contributed to political thinking and activism, particularly regarding sex, sexuality, and
gender issues (Brettschneider, 2019). Queer Theory has played a role in social changes and
addressing challenges faced by LGBTQ+ people (Wu, 2021). Queer Theory disrupts sex and
gender identity boundaries, questioning the usefulness of sexuality-based political identities
(Gamson, 1995) Queer Theory's influence extends beyond politics, impacting education and

cultural studies as well (Louro, 2001).

19



Queer Theory in the Educational Workplace

What hinders enacting Queer Theory in education settings, and whether one feels safe to
be queer in educational settings, is the distorted view that including LGBTQ+ curriculum and
literature promotes homosexual sex or sex generally. The idea of sexualizing people in a deviant
way outside of conventional heterosexual norms sends a chilling message to restrict or condemn
Queer Theory (Sumara, 2001). However, teachers, some heterosexual, homosexual, or queer;
know the importance of student inquiry students around the idea of Queer Theory and about
LGBTQ+ people. Students who identify as LGBTQ+ find themselves wishing that their teachers
would represent their sexuality or preferred gender in curriculum and lessons that provide an
inclusive environment for all (Curran, 2006).

However, questions have emerged on whether queering education is the solution or
facilitating inquiry among all students about LGBTQ+ concepts. Queering education does not
resonate for all educational stakeholders. Attempting to expand the thoughts of not only students
but also parents and guardians, staff, and community members remains undoubtedly tense
(Kuvalanka et al., 2013). However, drawing on many concepts from Queer Theory as a
foundation that is relatable to all students could be a step forward in promoting an inclusive
environment (Fifield & Letts, 2014). Consequently, Queer Theory should not be framed as a
form of mandated curriculum. It is merely a construct that drives the world to be a more
inclusive environment for people who are LGBTQ+. The idea of Queer Theory is to drive a
future that is safer for LGBTQ+ people as well as imagine a future that allows LGBTQ+ people
to be successful in a world of heteronormativity (Greteman, 2017). Queer Theory is also not only
for those who identify as LGBTQ+ but also for those with an interest in understanding the

hierarchy of heteronormativity. Queer Theory is more than just about being queer or gay: it is
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about how fluid and diverse the human population is and how sexuality is not just a one-size-fits-
all model (Sumara, 2001).

As educators continue to work hard at providing a more inclusive environment for all
students drawing on supportive concepts underscoring Queer Theory, many educators are fearful
of the repercussions that may occur. Teachers who teach utilizing Queer Theory as a framework
for some curricula feel that they may be punished for being an ally for queer people and
LGBTQ+ people. Those who are LGBTQ+ feel similarly to allies (Humphrey, 2021). Therefore,
the work continues, to create a more inclusive environment that utilizes Queer Theory to help
alleviate the oppression of LGBTQ+ people. Policies and laws, however, can still obstruct such
progress.

No Promo Homo [Laws]

Although still proposed, anti-curriculum laws, also known as No Promo Homo laws
(GLSEN, 2021), have been overruled in many states as of 2021. According to the Gay, Lesbian,
and Straight Education Network (GLSEN) (2021), Louisiana, Mississippi, Oklahoma, and Texas
still practice No Promo Homo laws regarding providing instruction about gay/lesbian curriculum
in schools. Short for “No Promotion of Homosexuality”, such laws require teachers and
educators to take a neutral stance on the position of sexual orientation and identity in K-12
educational settings. This includes prohibiting same-sex instruction, counseling, or discussions
promoting a positive framing of homosexuality (Barrett & Bound, 2015). Some states have also
strayed away from the term “neutral” and have explicitly requested that educators condemn
homosexual relationships. While the Supreme Court struck down anti-sodomy laws in 2003,
states continue to adopt the stance that the “homosexual lifestyle” is unacceptable and a criminal

offense (McGovern, 2012).
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An example of No Promo Homo laws in curriculum is below. This law comes from the
Texas Health and Safety Code, Education Program About Sexual Conduct and Substance Abuse
(Texas Health & Safety Code, § 163.002, 2023):

Sec. 163.002. INSTRUCTIONAL ELEMENTS. Course materials and instruction relating

to sexual education or sexually transmitted diseases should include:

(1) an emphasis on sexual abstinence as the only completely reliable method of avoiding

unwanted teenage pregnancy and sexually transmitted diseases;

(2) an emphasis on the importance of self-control, responsibility, and ethical conduct in

making decisions relating to sexual behavior;

(3) statistics, based on the latest medical information, that indicate the efficacy of the

various forms of contraception;

(4) information concerning the laws relating to the financial responsibilities associated

with pregnancy, childbirth, and child rearing;

(5) information concerning the laws prohibiting sexual abuse and the legal and

counseling options available to victims of sexual abuse;

(6) information on how to cope with and rebuff unwanted physical and verbal sexual

advances, as well as the importance of avoiding the sexual exploitation of other persons;

(7) psychologically sound methods of resisting unwanted peer pressure; and

(8) emphasis, provided in a factual manner and from a public health perspective, that

homosexuality is not a lifestyle acceptable to the general public and that homosexual

conduct is a criminal offense under Section 21.06, Penal Code.

No Promo Homo [Laws] and Education
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In districts where No Promo Homo is in effect, educators are expected to produce a
curriculum that privilege and center heteronormativity, an erasure of the LGBTQ+ people due to
state and local laws prohibiting the use of homosexual curriculum and literature. Some
stakeholders and politicians believe that a homosexual curriculum would promote homosexuality
in students and recruit them to the lifestyle (Cummings, 2021); that if children receive a positive
promotion of homosexuality, they will abandon heterosexuality and the heteronormatively
constructed “family.”

These measures create an educational setting that is not deemed inclusive for students or
educators of the LGBTQ+ population (Humphrey, 2021). Because of such laws like No Promo
Homao, it is unsurprising that educators are fearful of presenting LGBTQ+ curriculum, as
negative repercussions may exist. Even published literature from well-known authors like Walt
Whitman—whose sexual preferences have never been discovered—open up student questions
about whether Whitman was gay or married. Such nebulous curricular lines can lead to a
“slippery slope” around whether educators are breaking No Promo Homo laws by fielding
common student inquiries around authors and literature (Fair, 2021).

Resistance to No Promo Homo Laws

Although many agree with No Promo Homo laws, many stakeholders believe No Promo
Homo laws hurt students and teachers (Fair, 2021). Parents and guardians, teachers, school
boards, and people from the federal government are currently working toward solutions to
support LGBTQ+ students and include LGBTQ+ contributions in curricula (Barrett & Bound,
2015). By showecasing how different LGBTQ+ scholars have contributed to curriculum and the
field of education, students can make connections between identity, daily life, and scholarly

achievements. This provides students ample guidance in alleviating misconceptions they may
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have about LGBTQ+ perspectives and people (Fair, 2021). Further, invalidating No Promo
Homo would challenge the negative stigma of LGBTQ+ people and could reduce suicide and
bullying of LGBTQ+ students and educators. Social activists and governmental agencies have
worked to reduce the negative stigma of LGBTQ+ people, and much progress has been made
toward LGBTQ+ educators and students feeling safe, seen, and supported in educational settings
(McGovern, 2012).
Workplace Environments for LGBTQ+ Educators

At times, educators have been asked to keep their sexual identities enclosed and secret.
These allegedly represented dimensions of private life, unwelcome aspects of one’s sexual
identity or homosexuality not suitable for the classroom or in the field of education (Lee, 2019).
In some school districts, sexual orientation is not protected from discrimination; leading to
LGBTQ+ educators’ concern, even for those “closeted” about their sexual orientation (Mayo Jr.,
2020). Acceptance from peers and stakeholders towards LGBTQ+ educators is also a driving
factor for how LGBTQ+ educators are perceived in their field. The need for safe and supportive
educational workplaces is important for all educators, but LGBTQ+ educators are also in
desperate need of workplaces inclusive and safe for their emotional needs (Wright et al., 2019).

LGBTQ+ educators are concerned about the stakeholders who may or may not know
about their sexual identity, and how those stakeholders might feel about the intersection between
the educator’s sexual orientation and their professional status as an educator (Lee, 2019).
Educators often fear students’ guardians and parents, whose religious beliefs might not align
with the acceptance of a homosexual relationship. Guardians may not want their child placed in a
teacher’s classroom because their sexual identity is not straight, and therefore, do not feel

comfortable with their child around such a person (Hooker, 2018). Even worse, guardians whose
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religious beliefs do not align with acceptance of a homosexual relationship may believe that the
LGBTQ+ educator is a pedophile (Wright et al., 2019). Parental opposition is a central concern
for LGBTQ+ educators; as parents are often the driving force behind what makes LGBTQ+
educators feeling afraid of self-expression in educational settings (Campbell et al., 2021).

LGBTQ+ educators may be worried about stakeholders such as administrators, parents,
and community members, but they are also worried about how students in their classroom and on
their campus will react to knowing the sexual identity of their teachers. LGBTQ+ educators note
how students often—sometimes intentionally—would misgender them (Wright & Smith, 2015).
LGBTQ+ educators are then rightfully fearful of students’ potential lack of trust and respect for
them as educators and people, facing entrenched intolerance around different sexual identities of
LGBTQ+ educators (Mayo Jr., 2020). Some LGBTQ+ educators are even upset with themselves,
because they cannot be open and proud LGBTQ+ allies for their LGBTQ+ students due to
workplace closeting. LGBTQ+ educators then feel guilty for not being positive role models for
students who are struggling with their sexual identity, leading to the discouragement of having to
hide their sexual identity when at the workplace (Wright & Smith, 2015).

Although some stakeholders may obstruct LGBTQ+ educators feeling safe, seen, and
heard; other school administrators are paving the way to provide an inclusive environment for all
educators at their institutions. School administrators have been working to examine factors that
influence LGBTQ+ educators’ job satisfaction educational settings (Wright & Smith, 2015).
LGBTQ+ educators seek to teach fearlessly, and they need the support of a strong administration
to cultivate these safe conditions (Mayo Jr., 2020). Administrators are looking for ways to
provide a more inclusive environment for educators. Some administrators are still reluctant to

provide professional development for LGBTQ+ topics, but the work is slow in ensuring that
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administrators begin to fully embrace LGBTQ+ educators in their schools. Educators who felt
supported by stakeholders, staff, and parents were educators who were supported by a strong
administration that created an inclusive environment that supported LGBTQ+ educators (Wright
et al., 2019). Strong leadership for progressive change is necessary for LGBTQ+ educators to
feel safe and welcomed in their workplace (Wright et al., 2019).

Whether an LGBTQ+ educator is in or out of the closet, the school climate around
acceptance of LGBTQ+ educators remains significant. Small improvements have emerged in
providing an inclusive environment where LGBTQ+ educators feel welcomed and seen, but this
work is ongoing (Wright & Smith, 2015). Newer teachers who identify as LGBTQ+ demonstrate
resilience and hope that the education profession will be welcoming to them. Current and veteran
teachers are also still hopeful of more welcoming environments where they do not feel that they
must hide in the closet from their peers, students, or stakeholders (Mayo Jr., 2020). Schools can
be hostile work environments for some educators, and policies and laws can drastically shape
how teachers feel about the place where they work. However, progressive actions and policies
can reconstruct a hostile work environment into a more inclusive and accepting environment for
LGBTQ+ educators (Lee, 2019).

Educators’ Support of LGBTQ+ Educators

Research on LGBTQ+ educators supporting each other primarily focuses on professional
development and self-efficacy. Teacher educators report low self-efficacy when speaking about
LGBTQ+ issues, arguing the need for more resources (Brant & Willox, 2020, 2023). Innovative
professional development programs, for example, “The Reduction of Stigma in Schools” (Payne
& Smith, 2011), aim to empower educators to create supportive environments for LGBTQ+

students (Payne & Smith, 2011). A program like The Reduction of Stigma in Schools
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emphasizes [teacher] educator-to-educator delivery and research-based content to increase
relevance for pedagogical practice. However, LGBTQ+ educators often face barriers, including
fear of disclosure and self-censorship (Antonelli & Sembiante, 2022). Studies on this topic often
focus on Queer Theory and narrative approaches and often lack transgender, queer, questioning,
and bisexual educator perspectives. This research aims to address this scholarly gap.

Limited research exists on LGBTQ+ educators supporting other LGBTQ+ educators.
LGBTQ+ teachers face challenges in navigating heteronormative school environments and
deciding whether they should disclose their identities (Gray, 2023). Studies on LGBTQ+
educators' experiences are predominantly focused on White/Caucasian gay and leshian
perspectives, with transgender, queer, and bisexual voices remaining underrepresented (Antonelli
& Sembiante, 2022). LGBTQ+ researchers studying LGBTQ+ topics usually experience double
marginalization, by possibly facing both personal and career implications for pursuing such
inquiry (Veldhuis, 2022). Barriers to implementing LGBTQ-inclusive education usually include
a lack of training/resources and fear of opposition, although school-level support can challenge
these concerns voiced by LGBTQ+ educators (Campbell et al., 2021). These factors contribute to
the limited research on LGBTQ+ educators supporting one another, highlighting an important
need for more studies on this topic.

Educators’ Efforts to Support LGBTQ+ Students

LGBTQ+ students have become more visible on campuses, and the issues these students
face are increasingly visible, as well. Students on campuses are subject to bullying and
harassment; however, there is a concern about how administrators and educators support those
students on campus to provide a safe and inclusive environment for them (Evans & Herriott,

2004). School culture and school climate play a critical role in how LGBTQ+ students feel on
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campus. However, there is a difference between culture and climate when it comes to supporting
LGBTQ+ youth (Evans & Herriott, 2004): Culture reflects the beliefs and values of an
organization while climate focuses on individuals or organizations who determine the
experiences of those within it. In layperson terms, culture is the belief while climate is the
attempt although some may not agree (Harris et al., 2021). Educators and researchers believe that
promoting a safe and inclusive environment for students starts with being culturally responsive
to and attempting to understand everyone’s lived experiences (Evans & Harriott, 2004).
Educators have attempted to include LGBTQ+ content emerging in young adult
literature as a slow-drip method of exposing students to themes and experiences outside
conventional heteronormativity. The downfall is that some educators fail to see the importance of
providing culturally relevant literature involving LGBTQ+ students because some educators feel
that students are not ready to discuss same-sex concepts (Mason, 2008). However, teens across
the nation are reporting that they have been verbally harassed at school because of their sexual
orientation (Oltmann, 2016), raising the question that if students encounter and criticize their
LGBTQ+ peers, how are they not ready to have discussions regarding LGBTQ+ people?
Unfortunately, students continuously report that educators do not intervene when they are
being bullied or harassed for their sexual orientation at school (Mason, 2008). This raises the
concern that if educators do not bring up the LGBTQ+ curriculum in their lessons and do not
intervene when a student is being bullied, their actions suggest they are downplaying or ignoring
acts of hate and prejudice (Mason, 2008). Mason (2008) argues that such inaction can teach
students that their mentors will not protect them and that LGBTQ+ students are not safe on their
campus. Many LGBTQ+ students have also shared how commonly—although flippantly—used

words and phrases are harmful, whether these are directed at them or not. The phrase “that’s so
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gay” pressures LGBTQ+ students driving them to determine if they are in a safe environment or
area, especially at school. Although the words may not seem harmful, LGBTQ+ students say that
the phrase, “that’s so gay” is a microaggression that does not support the idea of a safe and
inclusive climate or culture (Woodford et al., 2012).

Extracurricular Challenges and Safe Havens for LGBTQ+ Students

Although there are reports of educators who may be avoiding the issue of protecting
LGBTQ+ youth, there is also more being done to help support those students, especially in
places one would see more verbal abuse and prejudice, such as athletic spaces (Atteberry-Ash &
Woodford, 2018). Atterberry-Ash and colleagues (2018) note an uprising in coaches and athletic
spaces providing a safe environment for LGBTQ+ student-athletes. LGBTQ+ athletes tend to be
outcasted by their peers, but educational settings with athletic facilities are working to change
that. In many educational settings, students are subject to hearing terms such as, “faggot” or
“dyke” around them leading to the negative disassociation a student may feel (Mason, 2008).
Yet, in athletic facilities found in more progressive areas of the U.S., stakeholders were more
open to providing a safer and more inclusive environment for LGBTQ+ student-athletes.
Progressive areas of the U.S. have been defined as places where people have a high degree of
personal economic freedom (Sorens, 2009). Also, more progressive areas of the United States are
large urban/metropolitan areas with diverse populations and expansive individual rights
(Klingman & Lammers, 1984).

In districts across the U.S., LGBTQ+ students are more likely to be found in the library
and feel safer there. This highlights the important role of a librarian, a role not as simple as it
may seem (Oltmann, 2016). Literature is important for building the knowledge of the student,

and this means that literature should not be censored to take away the learning from a student.
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Many misconceptions arise from the thought of LGBTQ+ literature. The main issue is that many
people believe LGBTQ+ literature is a form of pornography leading to students reading about
sex rather than themes of love (Mason, 2008). Libraries and literature are places where students
can go and run away. They can escape reality and dive into a place that makes them feel
comfortable and welcomed. Librarians are the root of guiding students toward knowledge and
pairing students with literature that may fit them and their interests and preferences. However, it
must start with having libraries that contain LGBTQ+ literature, as well as librarians who
understand their role in providing a safe and inclusive environment not only for LGBTQ+
students but for all students (Oltmann, 2016).

Through the perspectives of both students and teachers, opposing viewpoints suggest that
teachers see bullying and harassment as less of a problem compared to students on the same
campus. Oftentimes, teachers believe their campus takes necessary steps to support and protect
LGBTQ+ students; however, LGBTQ+ students disagree. Students claim they are bullied or
harassed, and fear returning to school (Harris et al., 2021). Educators and institutional
stakeholders must provide a safe environment for LGBTQ+ students to decrease harassment and
bullying targeted at LGBTQ+ students. Some LGBTQ+ students feel safe, but that feeling might
accompany privilege; as some students feel only “some types” of LGBTQ+ students are accepted
by their peers, including those who may be straight-passing or White (Woodford et al., 2012).

Evans and Harriott (2004) suggest that LGBTQ+ students demonstrate internal and
behavioral changes to adapt to restrictive or inclusive environments, cultivating support—or
not—from educators. Students supported by peers and educators in LGBTQ+-friendly
environments found themselves more introspective about and comfortable with their sexuality

and how they felt in school. On the other hand, students who did not have such support felt that
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they had to change their behaviors to fit in. Pizmony-Levy and Kosciw (2016) share that
absenteeism in LGBTQ+ students remains a concern, as their sense of belonging remains fragile.
Overall, whether a student is supported by an educator or not, they will still understand who they
are through their own self-awareness within educational settings (Mayberry, 2006).
Summary of Literature Review

LGBTQ+ educators still have a lot of support that they lack when it comes from
administration, parents, colleagues, and politicians. The world may never inevitably reach 100%
acceptance of people who identify as LGBTQ+. Many educators who are allies or identify as
LGBTQ+ hear their students’ pleas for providing an inclusive curriculum that brings to light
homosexuality and strays away from the heteronormative mindset. Whether those educators who
hear their students identify as straight or as LGBTQ+ people, they know that there should be no
fear in having conversations surrounding the LGBTQ+ curriculum, but that is just not the case.
Educators who identify as LGBTQ+ people fear their workplaces and have additional stress
applied to them due to them being a minority in a predominantly heterosexual world. The
literature review discussed how intersectionality, Queer Theory, Minority Stress Theory, the rise
of heteronormativity, No Promo Homo, LGBTQ+ educators supporting other LGBTQ+
educators, and educators supporting LGBTQ+ students guide the research in understanding and
contextualizing how many LGBTQ+ educators lack a sense of belonging and commitment to the
field of education. While existing research explores LGBTQ+ educators' experiences, there is a
notable gap in studies specifically examining those working in the U.S. South, particularly in the
context of restrictive legislation and identity navigation. This study addresses this gap by

centering the voices of LGBTQ+ educators through Seidman’s (2019) three-interview model,
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providing a nuanced, narrative-driven understanding of their lived experiences. The following

chapter outlines the research design and methodology used to explore these experiences in depth.
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Chapter 3 - Research Design

Introduction

The purpose of this study is to understand the primary challenges of LGBTQ+ educators
and how those challenges play a role in their sense of belonging and commitment to the field of
education. Common amongst many LGBTQ+ employees, LGBTQ+ employees find themselves
constantly “coming out” or undergoing discrimination, fear of job loss, and fear of loss of respect
(Bowring & Brewis, 2009). However, many positive workplace experiences make LGBTQ+
employees feel supported and seen, especially when they are recognized by higher-level
employees who supervise or manage them (Tomlinson, 1998). This research examines both
positive and negative experiences that LGBTQ+ educators undergo as there is limited research
that supports how LGBTQ+ educators experience a workplace that consists of the educational
field (Brady, 2023). Employee tenure of LGBTQ+ employees is shorter compared to
heterosexual employees (Fric, 2021), which raises opportunities to ask questions about why
LGBTQ+ employees do not feel as if they possibly belong in certain workplaces. This also raises
the opportunity to identify the culture and atmosphere of PK-12 educational institutions and their
acceptance of LGBTQ+ educators, particularly in more restrictive U.S. policy contexts (PEN
America, 2024).
Research Questions

Given the study context, purpose, and guiding literature, the following research questions
guide this dissertation examining the lived experiences of LGBTQ+ educators:

1. What are the primary challenges faced by LGBTQ+ educators within their

educational institutions based in the Southern region of the U.S.?
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2. How do these challenges play a role in LGBTQ+ educators in the U.S. South’s sense
of belonging and commitment to the field of education?
Research Design

Denzin (2012; 2017) calls for qualitative research to engage in social justice and identity
concerns, central aims of this research. The goal of this research is to embrace and include
diverse views and experiences through description of the social world. Using a qualitative
approach, I can privilege the voices of marginalized communities and address power imbalances
that promote equity, access, and participation for diverse populations (Lyons et al., 2013). Being
intentional and choosing a qualitative research approach is important in elevating the rich
experiences of participants, something that cannot be deeply represented through quantitative
research (Currie & Podoletz, 2023). Specifically, the reason behind this research choice is to
amplify the valuable and layered experiences of LGBTQ+ educators, voices that are not always
prevalent in scholarship. Although all participants may work in a similar setting as educators of
PK-12 public schools, their individual experiences are so diverse that a qualitative approach
would provide an “in-depth understanding of the ways people make sense of their own
experiences” (Beery, 2010, p. 572).

Utilizing Creswell and Poth’s (2018) definition of narrative qualitative research, I have
focused on the approach of examining participants’ stories related to the educational and social
issues that are relevant in LGBTQ+ educators’ lives. A narrative qualitative research approach
tells the stories of participants from certain times in their lives and/or situations that may have
occurred through memories, perceptions, and emotions (Clandinin, 2016; Lewis et al., 2020).
The branch of a narrative study that this research will take is the “life history” approach where I

will study an individual’s personal experience found in single or multiple episodes or private
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situations (Creswell & Poth, 2018). The approach of the interviews for this qualitative study are
based on Seidman’s (2019, pp. 17-19) three-interview series where | focus on life history,
current experience, and reflection on the meaning. By breaking my interviews into three
segments plus a fourth informal interview where | ask the participants for any last-minute
reflections, | can contextualize the lived experiences of LGBTQ+ educators. My decision
regarding this research design is to focus on the individual experiences that make each
participant unique and diverse. Adopting this phenomenological interview approach helps the
participants create meaning through their oral language and other data source(s) (artifact
analysis) to highlight themes emerging through the interviews.

With this research, my goal is to fight oppression by moving beyond the limitations of
heteronormative and neoliberal approaches that often cast LGBTQ+ people to the side (Denzin
& Giardina, 2016). Through my lens as a researcher, |1 know that | need to be conscious of my
biases, think through a cultural competence lens, be thoughtful of power dynamics, and ensure
that my research does not take away from the empowerment | hope to build in the voices of the
LGBTQ+ educators who choose to be a part of this research (Fassinger & Morrow, 2013). It is
imperative that | amplify the experiences of the participants through narratives that honor those
lived experiences as valuable sources of knowledge (Clandinin, 2016).

Participant Recruitment and Sample Selection

Participants were selected if they currently serve as public educators in the U.S. South.,
which encompasses states such as Florida, Alabama, Louisiana, Texas, Arizona, New Mexico,
Missouri, South Carolina, Oklahoma, Georgia, Kentucky, and Tennessee. Participants
represented each classification of the LGBTQ+ population. This means that this research

includes one person who identifies as gay, one as lesbian, one as bisexual, one as transgender,
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and one as queer. This ensured a focus on the diverse and unique assets of each of the
participants (Lincoln & Guba, 1985) and how sexual orientation shapes/is shaped by
participants’ experiences as educators.

| predicted that recruitment would be difficult, given the somewhat negative political and
social climate of LGBTQ+ people across the U.S. (Flores, 2024). However, recruiting the
participants for my study was much easier than expected. | obtained the Institutional Review
Board approval in order to conduct this research (see Appendix A.), and IRB-consent forms were
offered to and signed by each participant (see Appendix B.). To find other participants for this
research, | utilized my personal Facebook as well as a professional learning network Facebook
group | am a part of. I posted a small message with a flyer (see Appendix C.) to create a visual
with information about the study and my contact information. Possible participants emailed me
for more information regarding the research as well as some who messaged me personally on
Facebook to learn about the time constraints and flexibility of the research. For this study, I did
not offer incentives, as | did not want to create any unethical scenarios that could arise from
providing monetary incentives. This did not seem to be an issue for the participants who
participated in my research or for recruitment.

Five participants met the necessary criteria and agreed to participate in this research.
Each participant represents an identity among LGBTQ+ people. All five have between 3-17
years of working as an educator. All have been teachers, and one participant is currently an
elementary school principal (see Table 1.). One participant was a professional acquaintance. All
participants’ names are pseudonyms to protect their identities.

Table 1 Participant Background

Name Years in Area of Sexual Orientation Gender

Education Expertise
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Selina

Secondary

Social Studies

Demisexual Lesbian

Transgender Female

Joshua

24

Administration
&
Elementary

Education

Queer

Cisgender Male

Molly

Secondary

Mathematics

Bisexual Aromantic

Nonbinary

Robert

12

Secondary
Mathematics

Gay

Cisgender Male

Jordyn

Secondary
Career and
Technical
Education

Queer Lesbian

Cisgender Female

Research Site

By working with a small population of LGBTQ+ educators in a region where LGBTQ+

legislation leans conservatively (Anderson, 2023), where discussing LGBTQ+ curriculum in the

classroom is frowned upon, where transgender rights for secondary and post-secondary team

sports are minimal to non-existent, and where higher rates of suicide amongst LGBTQ+ youth

(Becky Fogel, The Texas News Room, 2021), | was able to elevate the individual experiences of

participants, despite the restrictive conditions in which they work. Choosing participants who

work as PK-12 educators in the U.S. South stems from understanding how LGBTQ+ people

adhere to, embody, or resist conservative policies that at times could “quiet” LGBTQ+ people.

Historically, this area of the U.S. has seen a culture of violent crimes against marginalized

populations, including LGBTQ+ people (Jett & Howell, 2023). Discrimination against LGBTQ+

people in this region is also nothing new. Studies have found that the acceptance of LGBTQ+
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people is low, leading to high rates of abuse as well as lower self-acceptance compared to
straight, cisgender peers (Soyer et al., 2023). From a personal perspective, this is the area that |
live and work in as an educator, and | acknowledge this shared understanding of working in
restrictive educational, social, and political conditions. Our experiences in this area of the U.S.
are unique but share dimensions of the same tale. We have experienced positive and negative
effects throughout our lives and careers, and this only highlights how consistent the effects are
but how vastly different each experience is.
Data Collection Methods

Interviews

| conducted interviews focused on the lived experiences of LGBTQ+ educators in their
workplace and how their identities intersect with both positive and negative professional
experiences. Using Seidman’s (2019) three-interview series (See Appendix D.), where each
interview segment lasted up to 90 minutes. | created a semi-structured interview process that
allowed me to gain contextualized information about the participants’ experiences. To gather this
contextualized information, | broke the interview process into three segments, aligned to
Seidman’s (2019) framework — focus on life history (interview one), details of experience
(interview two), and reflection on meaning (interview three). In addition to the three interviews, |
also added a fourth informal, member checking interview where participants could add anything
that has come to light since the first interview, and/or redact any statements they would not want
associated with the research.

Table 2 Interview Structure

Seidman’s (2019) Interview Questions Explored

Model
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Focused Life History | Questions to participant: Tell me about your educational
experiences as a student and how your sexual identity and/or
gender expression contributed to your upbringing.

Questions I considered: How was your school’s culture and
climate growing up? What made you decide to become a teacher?
How would you describe the level of inclusion in your schools
growing up? When did you know that your sexual identity and/or
gender expression was different from your peers?

Details of Experience | Questions to participant: Tell me what it is like being an LGBTQ+
educator in the southern region of the United States.

Questions | considered: How do you believe your schooling has
influenced how you teach/lead? Have state mandates/laws/bills
impacted your teaching or leadership? What is your current sense
of belonging? What is your current work efficacy?

Reflection on Meaning | Questions to participant: How do you see inclusivity in your
workplace?

Questions I considered: What, if any, changes should be looked at
to make educational workplaces more inclusive for LGBTQ+
educators? What advice would you provide pre-service educators
in this area of the country? What advice would give to educators
who are fearful of discrimination in the workplace?

The first interview explored the participants’ early educational experiences as children,
and how their identity intersected with these experiences. This interview offered opportunities
for participants to share how their upbringing may have guided them toward the field of
education and identifying as an LGBTQ+ person. The second interview examined the current
reality of what the participants are going through as LGBTQ+ educators in their workplaces.
This interview allowed opportunities for participants to discuss their current work culture and
climate, their positive and negative experiences of being an LGBTQ+ person working in the field
of education, and to express their understanding of the political and social climate surrounding

LGBTQ+ people. The third interview was a reflection on how their experiences could translate
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as a “call-to-action” for pre-service educators and possible next steps that could benefit future
LGBTQ+ educators. This interview opened up the discussion of how to make educational
institutions, specifically those of PK-12, more inclusive.

My choice behind this structure relied on the need to empower the lived experiences of
the participants as well as highlight their individual journeys. Being an LGBTQ+ person in an
area of the United States where the tolerance is low for such individuals can feel almost lonely
and undervalued. My mission for this research was to bring to life the marginalized and
underrepresented voices that play a huge role in the daily lives of students and stakeholders of
public education institutions. My write-up of the research discusses the following for each
participant: educational background, experiences as an LGBTQ+ educator, and the road to
progressively moving forward. This three-part interview approach allowed the participants and
me to reflect, develop member checks, and make connections from previous interviews when
moving on to interviews two and three. Seidman’s (2019) structure opened an opportunity for me
to walk a mile in the shoes of my participants and develop a deeper insight into what life is like
for an LGBTQ+ educator in the south of the United States.

As I reflect on how I conducted my interviews using Seidman’s (2019) three-interview
structure, it turned out to be a process that was moving and eye-opening. This model allowed me
to create a semi-structured interview environment where participants could be authentic with
their narratives. The three-interview structure also provided an opportunity for me to build
rapport and trust with my participants, which was critical given the sensitivity of my research
and the socio-political challenges that LGBTQ+ people face in this specific region. As |

interviewed the participants, |1 was blown away by the courage and vulnerability each participant
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shared about their educational pasts, daily experiences, and reflections on meaning through their
life journeys.
Policy Documents in the U.S. South

Document analysis served as a crucial qualitative collection and analysis method for this
study, which allowed me to examine socio-political landscapes shaping the experiences of
LGBTQ+ educators in the U.S. South. Given the significant influence of education policy on the
lived experiences of LGBTQ+ educators in the U.S. South, a critical policy analysis was
essential to this study. Drawing on Stephen Ball’s (1993, 2003) framework, this analysis
acknowledges that policy is not merely a static text but a dynamic discourse that shapes and is
shaped by broader socio-political forces. By examining legislation and policy discourse related
to LGBTQ+ issues in schools, this study explores how policies are constructed, interpreted, and
enacted, revealing the ways in which they contribute to either inclusion or marginalization.
Ball’s (2012) concept of performativity is particularly relevant, as it highlights how educators
navigate policies that emphasize compliance, surveillance, and accountability—often at the
expense of personal identity and professional autonomy. Understanding these policy mechanisms
is crucial in contextualizing the challenges and resistance strategies employed by LGBTQ+
educators.

Furthermore, Ball’s (2012) work on neoliberalism and policy networks provides a lens
through which to analyze how external influences—such as political ideologies, advocacy
groups, and national education reforms—shape state and local policies affecting LGBTQ+
educators. Policies are not neutral; they are embedded within power structures that reflect
broader cultural and political tensions. This study’s policy analysis interrogates the intersection

of these forces, examining how restrictive policies contribute to climates of fear and self-
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censorship, while inclusive policies foster safer and more affirming environments. By
incorporating critical policy analysis, this dissertation not only documents the lived experiences
of LGBTQ+ educators but also situates these narratives within the larger framework of policy
production, implementation, and resistance.

| focused attention on legislative documents from the 2023 and 2024 legislative sessions
across the U.S. South (see Appendix E.). These documents included proposed, passed, and dead
legislation directly or indirectly addressing LGBTQ+ identities, expressions, and topics within
public schools. By analyzing these policies related to anti-gay oversight, pronoun usage,
inclusive curriculum, and other LGBTQ+ discussions, this analysis supported an understanding
of the structural challenges that LGBTQ+ educators and students faced. To gather policy
documents, | systematically identified and reviewed legislative documents that were coded as
discriminatory against LGBTQ+ people in the PEN America Index of Educational Gag Orders
(2024) that affected PK-12 schools in the U.S. South; so, all legislative documents were publicly
available. The legislative documents | collected reflected the socio-political climate of the U.S.
South, which included a significant number of bills that focused on prohibiting the use of gender-
affirming pronouns by educators and students, while others also aimed to ban LGBTQ+
representation in school curriculum, including in history and literature classes. Table 3 identifies
the categories of policies but does not include the state to ensure participants’ locations are not
listed.

Table 3 Document Categories

Category Year(s) addressed in legislation

Prohibiting Gender-Affirming Pronouns 2023, 2024
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Banning of LGBTQ+ Representation in 2023, 2024

Curriculum

Banning of Flags and Symbols 2024

Data Analysis Methods
Interviews

Saldana (2022) suggests that data analysis is much more than coding, emphasizing that
coding is a “heuristic — a method of discovery that hopefully stimulates your thinking about the
data you have been given and collected” (p. 23). I approached my interview analysis through
both an inductive and deductive coding process. During the first cycle, I used an inductive
approach, developing codes based on the experiences shared by participants. For the second
cycle, I shifted to a deductive approach, applying the codes I created in the first cycle to conduct
pattern coding, further refining the data into broader themes.

Once interviews were transcribed, | began the first cycle of descriptive coding. Following
the guidance of Skjott Linneberg and Korsgaard (2019), | ensured the coding process was
grounded in an understanding of the gaps and challenges identified in the literature review. As |
began collecting data from a few participants, common codes emerged which led to themes
being produced. These early codes set the foundation for deeper insights into the lived
experiences of LGBTQ+ educators in the United States South, allowing me to explore the deep
and thorough insights (Skjott Linneberg & Korsgaard, 2019) of my data.

| read each transcript at least three times to ensure thoroughness in capturing nuances in
participant responses. The first cycle of inductive coding included descriptive, in vivo, and
process coding. Descriptive coding allowed me to label and categorize chunks of data, while in

vivo coding helped capture participants' own words and meanings. Process coding was applied to
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identify the actions, events, and experiences participants shared in the order of events they
occurred throughout the participants’ lifetimes. A total of 17 codes emerged during this cycle.
These initial codes were grouped into categories based on thematic similarities. For instance,
codes related to identity exploration were grouped under the category “Identity Development,”
while codes that described challenges from external sources were categorized under “Social
Barriers.” This grouping of codes set the stage for the second cycle of analysis.

Following the completion of the first cycle, | began the second cycle of deductive coding,
which was centered on pattern coding and axial coding. In this cycle, |1 worked to synthesize and
organize the initial codes into more abstract categories. | identified patterns and connections
across the codes and grouped them into more refined categories that reflected key aspects of
participants' experiences. A total of 12 second-cycle codes emerged, and these were categorized
into 8 broader topics. For example, the category of “Identity” emerged, which included sub-
categories such as being black and a queer educator, occupation as an identity, and being autistic
and queer. This process allowed me to identify how different elements of support intersected
with participants' personal and professional experiences. The second cycle-coding process led to
a more nuanced understanding of the data. The categories | identified were further refined into
broader themes. These themes not only captured individual participants' experiences but also
illustrated the broader dynamics of being an LGBTQ+ educator in the South.

Policy Analysis

To analyze policy for this study, | followed a structured approach to identifying,
categorizing, and interpreting laws and institutional policies that impact LGBTQ+ educators in
the U.S. South. | started by selecting policies at state levels that directly shape the professional

and personal experiences of LGBTQ+ educators. This included legislation on employment
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protections, anti-discrimination laws, curriculum restrictions, and policies regulating LGBTQ+
visibility in schools.

Once | identified some key policies, | gathered official policies from state-level websites
provided by PEN America (2024). To make sense of the vast amount of information, | organized
these documents into categories based on their focus, such as restrictions on pronoun usage, bans
on LGBTQ+ flags and symbols, prohibitions on LGBTQ+ inclusive curriculum, and policies
limiting the visibility of LGBTQ+ educators. Categorizing the policies in this way helped me
recognize patterns and trends across the U.S. South, making it easier to see how legislative
efforts have systematically sought to limit LGBTQ+ representation in public schools.

From there, | conducted a deep dive into the language and intent behind these policies. |
used both inductive and deductive coding to analyze the content. In the first round of coding, |
allowed codes to emerge naturally, paying attention to repeated language and patterns across
different policy texts. Then, in the second round, I took a more structured approach, linking
policies to the themes that had come up in my interviews, such as workplace protections,
administrative censorship, and institutional barriers. Throughout this process, it became clear
how these policies—whether through outright bans or more subtle restrictions—functioned to
discriminate against LGBTQ+ people in public schools. Many policies targeted things like
LGBTQ+ identity expression, the use of affirming pronouns, and inclusive curriculum,
reinforcing barriers that educators had described in their interviews.

Because LGBTQ+ rights vary widely across the South, I also conducted a comparative
analysis to see how policies differed from state to state. Some states had far more restrictive
laws, introducing and passing a higher number of bills that directly harmed LGBTQ+ inclusivity

in schools. Others had fewer policies in place but still created a hostile environment through
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vague or loosely enforced guidelines. This comparison revealed a spectrum of legislative
aggression, highlighting how educators in different parts of the South experience varying levels
of restriction and risk.

Finally, I brought everything together by mapping these policies onto the broader themes
that had emerged from my participant interviews. This allowed me to see not just what the
policies said on paper, but how they played out in real life for LGBTQ+ educators. Whether
through compliance, resistance, or advocacy, participants shared stories of navigating these
policies in ways that aligned with their identities and professional roles. By structuring my
analysis in this way, | was able to connect legislative decisions to the personal and professional
experiences of LGBTQ+ educators, offering a fuller picture of the challenges they face. This
approach made it clear that policy isn’t just an abstract set of rules—it has real, tangible effects
on people’s lives.

Ethical Considerations

The timeline of the research began with a literature review in the spring of 2022, and
interviews and policy gathering began in mid-2024. The focus of ethical considerations for
participants in a qualitative study was a serious concern for me, especially when working with
participants whose careers could be damaged by the information they choose to share. Following
the IRB’s approval, [ moved to provide a consent form for the participants. This consent form
stated a statement of confidentiality and purpose that the participants are willing to participate in
an interview discussing their lived experiences as LGBTQ+ educators. This consent form also
contained an exit clause for participants who chose to skip questions, end the interview at any

time, or end their relationship with the research in its entirety.
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Before interviewing, | asked if participants were fine with being recorded for data
collection purposes only. Participants were also aware that their interview would be transcribed
by a third-party transcription company, but I would ensure that any personal information that
could identify the educators was redacted from the recording. Prior to the interview starting, |
informed participants about my involvement with the research and my educational background
as a doctoral student in the Department of Curriculum and Instruction. | gave information
regarding my reasoning behind the research, but I did not provide pertinent information found in
the literature review that could have influenced the responses. All identities of participants in this
study were kept confidential to ensure there are no positive or negative repercussions of
responses. Names of participants are pseudonyms and biographic information of each participant
was written by the participants themselves. To the best of my ability, | ensured that there is no
psychological, social, physical, or legal harm to the participants.

| maintained secured interview data as participants knew that their names and official
titles would not be presented in the research. Transcription of the interviews was conducted by
myself but also supported with the transcription tool on Apple Voice Recordings through my
iPhone, which is password protected and will be discarded in three years. To also maintain
transparency, the participants were also made aware that the only person that would hear detailed
information that would not be published in my study was my dissertation chair. They were made
aware that my dissertation chair would know some information about the educators as they help
assist me in the process of writing a dissertation. However, participants were reiterated that their
identities would be kept confidential and could end the interview at any time as well as end their

relationship with the research.
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Trustworthiness

To ensure trustworthiness in my research, I have adopted Guba’s (1981) criteria for
assessing the trustworthiness of naturalistic inquiries which includes transferability, credibility,
dependability, and confirmability. Strategies to support the trustworthiness of my study are
supported by Guba (1981) and Shenton (2004)

Strategies to Ensure Trustworthiness

The strategies used to ensure trustworthiness include tactics to help ensure credibility,
dependability, transferability, and confirmability in informants, frequent debriefing sessions,
peer scrutiny of the research project, member checks, and reflective appraisal of the project
(Guba, 1981; Shenton, 2004).

Tactics to Ensure Credibility, Dependability, Transferability, and Confirmability

Starting with tactics to help ensure credibility, dependability, transferability, and
confirmability (Guba, 1981), | relayed to my participants that at any time they felt uncomfortable
with the questions or research, they had the opportunity to either skip the question, pause or
cease the recording, or end their participation in the research. | was honest with them about how
their information would remain entirely anonymized and confidential. I lastly discussed with
participants at the beginning of the interview that | would want their honest and frank answers no
matter the severity of their responses. | know that strong rapport with participants is important to
their confidence in the research. Each participant, representing a different LGBTQ+ identity,
shared their experiences as educators in the U.S. South, offering insight into how legislation,
policy, and societal attitudes shaped their professional and personal lives. I followed Seidman’s
(2019) three-interview model to ensure depth and consistency in data collection, and |

documented the research design, participant selection, and data analysis procedures in detail. My
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coding process included first and second cycle coding, with themes emerging through careful
categorization and pattern recognition. By maintaining transparency in my methodology and
providing detailed accounts of participants’ narratives, I aimed to create a study that future
researchers, educators, and policymakers could use to better understand and apply these findings
in similar contexts. Of my tactics to ensure credibility, dependability, transferability, and
confirmability, | performed debriefing session, opportunities for peer scrutiny, member checks,
and reflective appraisal.
Debriefing Sessions

The strategy | used to address dependability was frequent debriefing sessions (Shenton,
2004) between myself and my dissertation chair. | wanted to ensure that my research was
credible and locate any flaws that may need to be addressed as the research was being conducted
in live time. By meeting with my dissertation chair, | was able to work through emerging
analyses and ensure my writing reflected thorough description of participants’ experiences.

Peer Scrutiny

The strategy | used to address confirmability was peer scrutiny of the research project
(Shenton 2004). This goes hand in hand with frequent debriefing sessions, and | felt that this
strategy was important. | communicated with the participants about my collaboration with my
dissertation chair and communicated emerging analyses and ideas with participants during our
interviews to ensure that the participants’ accounts were heard and interpreted accurately. With
my research committee, | sought my chair’s feedback related to describing research design
procedures and my interpretations that were concluded from the interviews.

Member Checks
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The strategy | used to address credibility was member checks (Guba, 1981). This was one
of the most important ones for my study because | wanted to make sure that participants were
aware of my findings and assumptions | created from their interviews. With member checks,
participants were able to read their transcribed interview as well as hear and agree or disagree
about my interpretation of their interview. This strategy supported the trust between myself and
the participants because they understood that | wanted to make sure that their voices were heard
accurately. I did not want to have my personal biases twist what they had stated as that would
lower the credibility of my research.

Thick Description and Reflective Appraisal

The strategies that | used to address transferability and dependability were thick
description (Geertz, 1975) and reflective appraisal of the project (Shenton, 2004), respectively.
Thick description (Geertz,1975) involves providing detailed, contextualized accounts of
participants’ experiences, allowing the reader to understand not just what was said but also the
cultural and social meanings within those experiences. | was consistent about reflecting on my
practices and ensuring the practices | moved forward with were the best for my research and the
participants. This process was mostly done independently, but I did have my dissertation chair to
support me through the reflective process when | doubted a certain practice.

Limitations

As | explored the lived experiences of LGBTQ+ educators in the U.S. South, | have
shaped this dissertation by its methodological, contextual, and interpretive boundaries. |
acknowledge that this limitation shaped the study and warrants opportunities for future research.
The timely and rapidly changing political and social climate regarding LGBTQ+ rights

represented an interesting limitation. During my research, the 2024 U.S. presidential election was

50



taking place, and some participants were studied before and after the election. During this period,
societal and political attitudes have changed, which could influence how participants understood
their experiences and what was most important at the time of interviews. | have decided to factor
this limitation into my research as attitudes may change after the publication of this research. By
acknowledging this limitation, my dissertation invites critical reflection on my findings, and |
highly encourage further research on this topic.
Delimitations

This study was limited to five LGBTQ+ participants who are currently educators in the
Southern region of the United States. Five people were selected as | wanted representation from
educators who identify as lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and queer. The Southern region
was selected as discrimination against LGBTQ+ people because of conservative legislation that
has discriminated against LGBTQ+ people and representation in schools. Each participant was a
part of three formal interviews with a follow-up interview for the educators to share anything
that may have later come to the forefront of their thinking and responses.
Chapter Summary

The purpose of this study is to understand the primary challenges of LGBTQ+ educators
and how those challenges play a role in their sense of belonging and commitment to the field of
education. Common amongst many LGBTQ+ employees, LGBTQ+ employees find themselves
constantly “coming out” or undergoing discrimination, fear of job loss, and fear of loss of respect
(Bowring & Brewis, 2009). However, many positive workplace experiences make LGBTQ+
employees feel supported and seen, especially when they are recognized by higher-level
employees that supervise or manage them (Tomlinson, 1998). This research examines both

positive and negative experiences that LGBTQ+ educators undergo as there is limited research
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that supports how LGBTQ+ educators experience a workplace that consists of the educational
field. Employee tenure of LGBTQ+ employees is shorter compared to heterosexual employees
(Fric, 2021), which raises opportunities to ask questions about why LGBTQ+ employees do not
feel as if they possibly belong in certain workplaces. This also raises the opportunity to identify
the culture and atmosphere of PK-12 educational institutions and their acceptance of LGBTQ+
educators, particularly in more restrictive U.S. policy contexts (PEN America, 2024).

My choice to examine educators who each identify as either lesbian, gay, bisexual,
transgender, or queer allowed me to gain insight into how each participant’s life is so unique yet
similar in many capacities. With LGBTQ+ educators sometimes being forced to hide their
identity (Lee, 2019) in order to preserve socially constructed viewpoints that lean more
conservative than progressive led me to highlight how whether working in more liberal areas of
the south or not, LGBTQ+ educators are still under stressors that lead to feeling inadequate and
less than their heterosexual peers (Meyer, 1995). These perceptions and feelings that LGBTQ+
educators undergo support my desire to understand how LGBTQ+ educators have to “mask”

their sexual or gender identities to keep their careers that they are simply highly qualified for.
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Chapter 4 - Participant Profiles

Introduction

The purpose of this study is to understand the primary challenges of LGBTQ+ educators
and how those challenges play a role in their sense of belonging and commitment to the field of
education. Common amongst many LGBTQ+ employees, LGBTQ+ employees find themselves
constantly “coming out” or undergoing discrimination, fear of job loss, and fear of loss of respect
(Bowring & Brewis, 2009). However, many positive workplace experiences make LGBTQ+
employees feel supported and seen, especially when they are recognized by higher-level
employees that supervise or manage them (Tomlinson, 1998). This research examines both
positive and negative experiences that LGBTQ+ educators undergo as there is limited research
that supports how LGBTQ+ educators experience a workplace that consists of the educational
field. Employee tenure of LGBTQ+ employees is shorter compared to heterosexual employees
(Fric, 2021), which raises opportunities to ask questions about why LGBTQ+ employees do not
feel as if they possibly belong in certain workplaces. This also raises the opportunity to identify
the culture and atmosphere of PK-12 educational institutions and their acceptance of LGBTQ+
educators, particularly in more restrictive U.S. policy contexts (PEN America, 2024).

Participant profiles include stories from Selina, a transgender woman who is demisexual,
Joshua, a queer cisgender male, Molly, a nonbinary bisexual aromantic, Robert, a gay cisgender
male, and Jordyn, a queer leshian cisgender female. Of these people, they all have years of
experience in the field of education with roles spanning from teacher to campus principal. Their
narratives allow the reader to learn about their lived experiences as LGBTQ+ educators in

conservative states where discrimination may be present in their lives and in their profession.
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Participant Profiles

Selina

Growing Up

Selina is a transgender intersex woman whose sexual orientation is a demisexual lesbian.
Selina is mixed race of Japanese and Scottish backgrounds. At birth, Selina was “born with all of
the plumbing” as an intersex individual in the United Kingdom. Selina is a product of military
affiliation, as her father was in the military, hence her birth in the United Kingdom. At birth, her
parents already had girls, so her parents decided that she would become a male. For Selina, she
knew something was off about her gender expression, but it wasn’t addressed until high school.
Growing up, her parents got a divorce, estranging her from her father for about 20 years. As a
child, Selina understood that those times were not the best for her formative years.

Selina understood what sex was growing up through her experiences of being prostituted
by her mother. It was not disclosed why Selina was prostituted, but she later realized that her
mother was not the best role model and caretaker in her life. However, despite her family’s
heavily religious background, they pretended that sex was not really happening. However, Selina
met her now-wife in her junior year of high school. At this time, Selina’s gender expression was
still male, and her sexual orientation was fluid between bisexual and straight. Selina and her
wife, Jordyn, another participant in this study, are “high school sweethearts.” In high school,
Selina’s friends would tease her for always dating everyone in the friend group. However, as an
adult, she later learned about sexual orientation expressions of demisexual, greysexual, and
asexual. All of this clicked for Selina as an adult, because she realized when she met Jordyn that
her attraction to Jordyn was more than just a sexual attraction — it was an attraction of deep

connection.
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As far as understanding her gender expression, it wasn’t until after her marriage to Jordyn
that she realized she was transgender. At this time, Selina also did not know she was born
intersex, which was later revealed through a rekindling with her father. Even during her marriage
to Jordyn, Selina was still male-presenting. When Selina finally came out to Jordyn, Jordyn was
so understanding and open to welcoming her now wife, Selina, into her world. Selina slowly
came out to others, but she understood that for a while, it was going to be a challenging road.

It took time for Selina to slowly come out to the rest of her family and friends, but when
she did it, she knew she was doing the right thing. Selina talks about how her mother especially
“made the choice at birth” to assign Selina as male. Selina is now “taking control” of something
she had no choice about. Selina’s journey of understanding her sexual orientation and gender
expression shares common dimensions with the experiences of other participants, namely that
many of them came to the realization of their identity in adulthood.

Educational Experiences

Throughout her years of being in public schools, Selina’s fondest memories happened in
such buildings. Selina knew that school buildings were her safe haven growing up. Selina vividly
remembers walking to school in kindergarten because she “absolutely loved school.” Selina was
someone who lived in school libraries as a younger student. She would walk into the library
daily and just pick up books to read. All of this love for school wasn’t because academic
achievement was a value she highly respected, it was mainly due to the fact that she did not want
to be at home. However, with this affinity for school because of home-life-avoidance, Selina
understood that she was a “high-achieving student” in school.

This high-achieving mentality and motivation did stem from one of her favorite teachers

who she first had in fifth grade — Mr. R Selina says that he represents a huge part of the
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“formative moments” of her academic life. It was when she met this teacher, that she realized
that he was the person that she needed. She later realized that she “wanted to be just like him
because little her needed someone like him”, and she knew that she wanted to be that person for
other students in her community and world. Selina recalls how Mr. Rosendahl “made everyone
feel like they were being listened to. He pushed really hard to make sure that we did stuff that
was fun, and | would have done anything in the world for that man.” Selina believes that she is
here today because of him. She knows that Mr. Rosendahl showed her that “school was a fun and
safe space.”

In school, Selina rarely struggled with academics or even extracurricular activities. Selina
was an A-honor student enrolled in Advanced Placement (AP) classes. She was the student who
would “get on the bus at 4 in the morning” just to make sure that she was on time to school.
Selina talks about how she did every extracurricular you can probably think of including
orchestra, rugby, choir, and badminton. Selina “found any reason to be at school” because she
absolutely loved being at school. However, Selina was also diagnosed with ADHD and is on the
autism spectrum. Selina talked about how she was your “typical autistic student in the 90s.” She
claims that she struggled with boundaries, especially with eye-contact. Selina also recalls how
she would become hyper-fixated on shapeshifters and transformative powers. She talks about her
being transgender was always running through her body as she would make comments to peers
about “how amazing it would be if we could just take your brain out and swap bodies — almost
like a shell.”

However, growing up, her school’s culture and climate was one that was not readily
accepting. Although at this time she was still male-presenting and fluidly straight, she was able

to see the injustices around her, especially in high school. Selina remembers how after the 9/11
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attacks, there was “racial violence in the neighborhood’ she was living in. She also remembers
how during her junior year of high school, a classmate of hers was almost beaten to death
because he was accused of being gay. Although not knowing her true identity at the time yet, she
did always find herself around other queer peers; however, never once was one outted or out
because it “wasn’t a safe time and place to be out.”

After high school, Selina went on to serve in the United States Military and was a part of
a high-ranked operation. Selina served in the military for eight years before moving into the
education world. Selina is a secondary and higher-education educator who has taught a few
courses including English Language Development, physics, chemistry, and undergraduate
courses. Currently, Selina is in her fourth year of teaching at an alternative high school where she
teaches United States History, psychology, and current events. Selina currently holds a
bachelor’s and master’s degree. As she views herself in the role of an educator, she sees herself
as being “someone who is there for students” no matter how they identify.

Joshua

Growing Up

Joshua is a cis-gender male who identifies as queer in the masculine tense. Joshua’s race
is Black. Joshua grew up as one of the only Black families in his community. Joshua’s father was
promoted to a position in a town where oil was booming when he was growing up. Joshua’s
father, a man who worked in the oil fields moved their family when Joshua was five, and he
remembers leaving a community full of Black culture to one where he felt he “had to build Black
culture” in his new hometown. The new town Joshua moved to had “one traffic light and the
smallest grocery store imaginable — it was the country.” Joshua was raised by his mother and

father who had more conservative-leaning values, but something he adored about his mother was

57



that she was a teacher. Joshua’s mom was the first Black teacher in the town, and she later rose
up to become one of the best-performing teachers in the region. Joshua recalls how his mom
“worked too hard” to get to where she was, and that she underwent so much to become what he
knows her as “the best teacher in the town.”

Joshua’s parents grew up Baptist, and religion played a huge role in his life. His parents
“never missed a Sunday” church service. Joshua is the oldest of three. Although he knew that his
younger siblings looked up to him, he always felt different from them and different from the rest
of his community. At the age of 9, Joshua was diagnosed with autism, when he learned that he
was even more different beyond just [his] race. At around age 13, Joshua began getting bullied
not only because of his race, but because everyone thought he was “gay.” At that age, he didn’t
really understand what that meant and how those bullying assertions made him different; so, he
asked his parents outright what it meant to be “gay.” Joshua recalled where he says that his dad,
who “was always tough” on him, gave him a huge hug and told him that “being gay means you
are stronger than so many other people.” Joshua didn’t necessarily like the answer, but his mom
stepped in and clarified: “being gay is something you need to find out on your own, but this
family will always love you no matter what your calling is.” From there, Joshua embraced who
he was; and he was surprised that his parents embraced who he was, because of their play in
religion and politics. At around age 17, when Joshua realized he was a gay man, he knew that he
wasn’t in a place where it would be accepted. When Joshua graduated from high school, he
moved to a more progressive city in his state just to later find himself back in “the country” after

graduating from college to begin his teaching career.
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Educational Experiences

In school, Joshua was quickly enraptured by the fine arts. Joshua constantly found
himself in choir or in band, practicing for the next performance or improving his craft. He also
knew these as places where he could “hide from everyone else.” As one of three Black students
in his school for most of his life, Joshua was always made fun of for his race. Joshua talked
about how on his first day of second grade, one student asked him why “his skin was ‘that’
color.” He knew that his skin made him different and stand out, but he also knew that he was not
like any of the “other boys” in his school. Joshua was into the arts, while everyone else was into
the main sport of his town, football. However, Joshua also stood out positively as the smartest in
his class. From the beginning of middle school, Joshua was in all advanced courses and pursuing
advanced placement classes in high school. At graduation, Joshua graduated as the valedictorian
of his class, and as the first Black valedictorian of his high school.

Around middle school, the culture of his school was the hardest for him to overcome.
This is when Joshua began to be physically bullied for his race, rather than just verbally bullied.
Peers began calling him “gay” and an “AIDS monster.” Joshua grew up at the height of the
AIDS epidemic in the U.S., and he even believed that he “had AIDS” because peers in school
would say he had the virus. Joshua believes that the bullying in school forced him to solely
“focus on academics”, which he knows helped him get into the valedictorian position at
graduation. Although Joshua felt isolated amongst his peers in school because of bullying and his
“lack of social awareness”, he could only say good things about the teachers he had in school.
Because Joshua grew up in a small town, “many teachers would follow” their students up grade
levels, as they were the only ones who could teach a particular subject. Joshua recalls that the

teachers he had in school were so kind to him, but mused it could have been because his mom
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“was also a teacher” for the same district. However, Joshua found “peace” when he was around
his teachers as he felt they “just understood” him.

After graduating from high school, Joshua moved to a high-ranked institution in a more
progressive area of his state. He recalled feeling “so alone” for the first few months, until he
joined an organization for aspiring elementary school teachers. He knew from a young age that
he wanted to pursue education because he wanted “to be just like Mom.” In college, Joshua
learned of his love for academia; however, he felt that his autism was hindering his sense of
belonging and social experiences. Joshua shared that academia is “not for autistic people,” but
for people who “fit in the perfect box.” Joshua remembered he promised himself one thing: to
graduate as a top student at his university, which he accomplished. Joshua’s educational
experience didn’t end when he graduated Summa Cum Laude of his university — Joshua went
on to pursue a master’s degree when he began his fifth year of teaching, and then his doctoral
degree at the beginning of his 12" year in education.

Joshua is in his 24" year as an educator. He has served as a self-contained elementary
teacher, elementary instructional coach, and elementary assistant principal; and currently, Joshua
serves as an elementary school principal. Joshua holds a bachelor’s, master’s, and doctoral
degrees. Joshua has been a campus principal for three years and is interested in pursuing a role as
a superintendent sometime in his career. Joshua knows that he would not be here today “without
the care and love” of his dedicated parents — “the most hardworking and honest people” he ever
knew.

Molly
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Growing Up

Molly is a bisexual, aromantic person who identifies as non-binary. Molly’s race is
Caucasian, and they currently work and teach in the same school where they attended. The
population of the town where Molly grew up and currently lives is approximately 6,000 people,
which meant that growing up, everyone knew everything about everyone. Growing up, Molly
was raised by “quite progressive” parents, but in a part of the U.S. South where religion and
conservative politics played an overwhelming role in the community. Although religion did play
a role in their family, but it was not the heavily represented religion of Seventh-Day Adventists.
In Molly’s community, because the Seventh-Day Adventist religion was heavily recognized,
some things were different for them compared to other people in different cities. Football was a
sport that was not offered in their high school because the Seventh-Day Adventist students would
not be able to participate on Friday nights. Also, food options were different at their school, such
as including more vegetarian options and fewer pork options as Seventh-Day Adventists did not
eat pork, and were subject to eating “clean meat.”

At around age 14, “thanks [to] Tumblr”, Molly began learning about their sexuality and
attraction towards both men and women. Molly was “confused” at times because they would
look at both boys and girls and think, why couldn’t they see them both as “attractive”? The
gender wonderings heightened in 2019 when Molly began to “not feel like a woman,” but more
“just like a person.” To their family, Molly never really came out to them. Molly once lived with
a friend, and their mother asked if they were dating in a more curious and non-judgmental tone;
and Molly talked about how their parents are more progressive and open to the fluidity of
sexuality. Molly has come out to a few friends, but they know that their sexuality is something

they want to keep secret to them and those that they fully trust. Molly recalls how they had a
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conflict with a friend almost two years ago, who felt bothered by Molly’s sexual orientation and
gender expression, and asserted that the life Molly lived was a sin.

Educational Experiences

Throughout Molly’s years of attending public schools, Molly truly enjoyed school. Their
parents instilled in them the belief that school was important, and Molly found themselves really
enjoying math. Around fourth grade, Molly understood that they were quite good at math, and by
the time they were in high school, Molly was in all of the “advanced and honors classes as well
as any advanced classes” they could get into. While also focusing on academics, Molly was also
part of extracurriculars like the National Honor Society, FCCLA (Family, Career, and
Community Leader of America), and cheer. However, unlike some other participants, Molly
didn’t need extracurriculars to stay and be in school — they truly enjoyed academia.

When it came to the culture and climate of the schools they attended, Molly didn’t really
know anyone who identified as queer. The school district they attended had a high population of
students who were Marshallese, a population of people from the Marshall Islands between
Hawaii and the Philippines, and Molly always enjoyed the cultural representation of the
Marshallese students. However, when it came to sexuality and gender, that was “something that
was avoided by almost everyone.” Molly remembered how when anyone would mention
anything about [being] “gay”, peers would just look at the person who questioned it awkwardly.
Molly talked about how there was a “crappy” sexual education curriculum used in their schools,
but overall, queer education “wasn’t necessarily taboo — it was just not recognized.”

Around seventh grade, Molly was “implanted” with the idea of pursuing education as a
career. Molly recalled how she would help and assist one of her seventh-grade teachers, and the

teacher commented that Molly would be “a good teacher.” In eighth grade, another teacher also
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made the same comment, and that was when Molly started to truly consider their path to
becoming an educator. Throughout high school, Molly wanted to become a nurse and began to
pursue it in college; however, after one year of taking courses related to nursing, she knew that
her passion was in teaching mathematics education.

After high school, Molly graduated with their bachelor’s degree and is currently teaching
high school Algebra 2 and Pre-Calculus. Molly is currently pursuing a master’s degree so they
can begin to teach dual-credit classes, with the option to possibly move to higher education if
they feel that secondary schools are not the place for them. Molly has four years of teaching
service under their belt with two being as a substitute and the other two being a teacher of record.

Robert

Growing Up

Robert is a cis-gender male who is gay and Caucasian, although Robert doesn’t think he’s
“100% gay nor 100% bisexual.” Growing up, Robert came from a family where his mother was
an elementary school teacher, and his dad was an accountant. Robert’s hometown was primarily
“Hispanic”, and he clearly recalls being one of the few white people in his town. Robert’s dad is
a strong reason behind his love for numbers and mathematics. Since Robert’s dad was an
accountant, Robert remembered experiences where he learned about the barter system and
helping others in the community through services rather than money.

Religion played a role in Robert’s house, as he grew up Methodist. However, throughout
his childhood, he had friends who grew up Baptist, and Robert would frequent the Baptist church
every once in a while. It was in adolescence that Robert saw religion as a little confusing,
especially in the Baptist religion. He learned about how gay sex, tattoos, masturbation, and other

“sinful acts” were bad. He talked about how during his “most developmental time” in life, he
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was being taught that so much of what he may partake in was seen as sinful and bad to the
religious communities.

When Robert thinks about understanding his sexuality, he shared how he was so
“disappointed in himself for coming to the realization that he was gay when he was already in
college.” In high school, Robert was straight, but he knew “deep down that something was
lingering” when it came to his sexuality. In college, when he moved from a less diverse and town
to a more “progressive” area in his state, he quickly learned about queer culture and who he was
as an individual. Robert could clearly recall how he came home from college after his first year
at his university, and his mom said that “something was different about him.” Throughout
college, Robert slowly came out to all his peers and friends, because they were all accepting of
queer people. When it came to his parents, Robert came out to his mom when they were
watching “The Oprah Winfrey Show” and RuPaul Charles was being interviewed by Oprah. At
that time, Robert’s mom was asking him questions and one of the questions she asked was if he
was “like RuPaul — gay” and he told her, “yes.” Robert saw that it was hard for his mom for a
while because everything she envisioned for her son seemed to be shattered at that moment.
Robert’s mom told him that he should not come out to his dad because it would not be taken
well. Unfortunately, Robert was never able to come out to his dad, as he lost his dad after
coming out to his mom. Nevertheless, Robert believes that his dad would love his husband and
the life he has built as a gay man and strong educator.

Educational Experiences

At the age of 12, Robert knew that he wanted to be a teacher. From 7™ grade algebra, he
knew that as he progressed into more advanced math courses throughout his educational career,

he wanted to pursue math education when he graduated from college. Robert recalls his 7™ grade
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math teacher building so much strength and confidence in his math journey that he felt
comfortable accomplishing math tasks from middle school and beyond.

In school, Robert was identified as “Gifted and Talented”, which he believes helped with
his own self-motivation in school; however, he feels that his own self-motivation led him to a
path of being “hard on himself.” Robert’s parents were never hard on him growing up when it
came to school and other things, but Robert recalls being hard on himself. Robert disclosed with
me his experiences of self-harming and feeling as if “he could never catch up”— especially
when he was in high school. When Robert was growing up, he felt that school came very easy to
him, but at the same time, he had such high expectations for himself that it jeopardized his
mental health. In addition to his success in academics, Robert was a part of his school’s choir
group. Robert talked about how choir wasn’t full of “stereotypical queer people — it was full of
the band students, football jocks, and art students.”

The schools that Robert attended held different approaches to inclusion, and he reminds
me that he was a student of the ‘90s and ‘00s. Robert viewed where he grew up as less diverse as
the city he lives in now, but he understood how he grew up in quite a “liberal city but in a
conservative household.” Roberts talked about how his father was a “Fox News watching” father
and his mom was “just along for the ride.” Robert recalls how his father’s political values created
tension in the household where he could not openly talk or support anything that may be seen as
progressive. Yet, in the ‘90s, Robert talks about how school was “more patriotic” than it is now.
He shared how there was a dedicated moment of silence “exclusive to prayer”, everyone still
pledged allegiance to the United States flag, and the school prioritized sports over academics. He
believes that his school growing up was quite supportive. They sat down with him yearly in high

school, and they would help him attain his goal of becoming a math teacher. He felt that the
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school he went to was quite supportive and yes, there were still “acts of violence”, but it was
“nothing like what was happening in other schools around the state.” He talks about how if there
was anyone at his school who was gay, they would “horrendously be made fun of, but all [he]
could do was sit there and just watch” for his own safety. He also talked about how there was no
space for queer people in his school growing up. He felt that “no one really knew how to
navigate being gay or queer” because the culture of the campus was not set up to be as receptive
as some may hope for.

Currently, Robert works as a middle school math teacher. He has taught 6" grade math,
7" grade math, 8" grade math, geometry, and algebra one. He is currently in his 12" year of
education at the same school, and Robert has been awarded Teacher of the Year on his campus
as well as Teacher of the Year through a local newspaper firm in his city. Robert also sits in
multiple leadership roles as a grade-level lead, department chair, campus leadership committee
member, and district improvement committee member. Robert holds a bachelor’s degree in
mathematics education, and he hopes to spend his whole career at the school where he currently
works.

Jordyn

Growing Up

Jordyn is a cis-gender female who is lesbian and queer, and her race is Caucasian. Jordyn
had a hard time recalling her life before she was 15 years of age. She talks about how she lived a
very “traumatic first 15 years” of life that has created gaps in what she remembers about her
childhood. Jordyn was born into a family with “a narcissist” father who was “never ready for
children”; and her mother, who she has very close ties to now, as an adult. Jordyn shared how

her parents recently got divorced in the past three years, and she sees her mother as a whole new

66



person. Jordyn was in high school when she met her now wife, who was male-identifying at the
time—Selina, who is also participating in this research. In high school, Jordyn knew that she was
confused about her own identity, but she could never pinpoint the source of that confusion.

In her high school years, Jordyn and her friends were all very similar. They were all very
gender fluid and open, but still considered themselves “straight.” Jordyn talks about how in high
school, she knew that she was in denial about her sexuality; but when she met her now-wife in
high school, she felt that she was bisexual or straight. Selina, who was male-identifying at the
time, was the only masculine person she felt that she could be herself around and love. In our
interview, Jordyn shared a touching story about their first date when they were in high school.
She knew from that moment that she was going to be with Selina for the rest of her life. She
claims that “it was just something that would come out of a movie.” When it came to Jordyn’s
friend group, she talked about how she never feared being targeted by them, because her friend
group was very open-minded and “would protect each other.”

After high school, she married Selina, who was still male-identifying. Jordyn was and
still is in love with Selina, but there came a time when Jordyn came out to Selina about being
bisexual, and she was extremely nervous about how that would change the trajectory of their
relationship. It wasn’t until a little later that Jordyn realized she was lesbian, when Selina began
to transition as a woman. Jordyn discussed how it all finally clicked, why she fell in love with
Selina: She knew that Selina had something that she always appreciated in women, but she could
never pinpoint it until Selina’s transition. She knew that Selina was a woman all along, and that
helped Jordyn understand her identity as a queer and lesbian woman, noting how sexuality “is

fluid for everyone.” Jordyn shares how for so many queer people, it takes until you are “a grown
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adult” to realize your true identity. She is grateful to have Selina as a wife and partner because
Selina “helped put so many things into perspective.”

Educational Experiences

As mentioned before, Jordyn had a hard time recollecting memories of life before she
was 15 years old. However, Jordyn’s experience of having ADHD made school more of a
struggle when it came to her behavior. Jordyn talks about how having ADHD in the ‘90s meant
“you were basically just drugged up or taught behavior management skills”, and her mother
decided not to place Jordyn on medicine. It wasn’t until college that Jordyn was prescribed
medicine for her ADHD, and she felt like a whole new person. She talks about how her life “felt
as if it just got easier.” Jordyn also spoke about how she knew that she had an Individualized
Education Plan (IEP), but she was never able to obtain the records to see what the IEP disclosed
regarding her academic or behavioral ability.

Jordyn recalls the minimal inclusivity in her schooling experience: “it was not okay to be
gay.” It was “unspoken”, something that no one really talked about in school. If being gay or
queer did get raised, it was on the premise of “sexuality”, so transgender issues were never
brought up. Jordyn recalled how the flexibility of gender would only be discussed when people
were “tomboys”, something seen as “normal.” Jordyn felt that she had a strong friend group
behind in high school that she “actually enjoyed growing up” when she was in school. She
shared how her friendship experiences were what she believed “helped” her get through high
school and reach her goals but also help her understand and build her identity as a queer woman.

While in high school, Jordyn knew she wanted to go into the medical field as a nurse.
Jordyn’s experience in high school did not stop her from pursuing her passion of becoming a

registered nurse. Jordyn has been a registered nurse for ten years, but her educational experience
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as a nurse led her to become an educator. Jordyn loved taking on the “preceptor nursing
students” who were in their final years of nursing school. She talked about how her own
experience of having a “bad preceptor” encouraged her to want to take on the university nursing
students. She explained that she “always had a niche and patience” for working with the nursing
students because of her own background as a nursing student before. It wasn’t until the COVID
pandemic hit that she realized that working as a hospital nurse was not the best-suited career for
her, but she also knew that she wanted to pursue the nursing field. This is when she learned about
an opportunity to teach nursing courses at a high school in her community, and she changed her
trajectory within the field of nursing. Jordyn was the most vocal about how this profession has
slowly healed her inner-child, saying that she loves to see her students thrive in ways she never
had the opportunity to. Selina also talked about a heartfelt conversation she had with one of her
students who was going to come out to their parents that same day, and how it felt almost electric
knowing that her students had access to something so young in their lives.

Currently, Jordyn is a Career and Technical Education (CTE) high school teacher where
she teaches medical courses including Nursing Services/Medical Assistant and Human
Biology/Anatomy to 101"-12%" grade students. Students in her courses can earn an Industry Based
Certificate (IBC) that can provide access to the start of a career right outside of high school. In
Jordyn’s role, she is helping build the Certified Nursing Assistant (CNA) program by writing and
developing a curriculum to prepare students for a CNA job when they graduate from high school.
Jordyn holds a bachelor’s degree in nursing and is currently pursuing a master’s degree in
nursing education fully funded by the Department of Labor. This is currently Jordyn’s third year

of teaching after leaving being a hospital nurse for ten years.
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Summary of Participant Profiles

Participant profiles include stories from Selina, a transgender woman who is demisexual,
Joshua, a queer cisgender male, Molly, a nonbinary bisexual aromantic, Robert, a gay cisgender
male, and Jordyn, a queer leshian cisgender female. Each participant shared how their own
experiences have positively and negatively impacted their career in the field of education as well
as how their experiences growing up have created opportunities to change trajectories for the
students that they serve. Each participant was adamant about how they are passionate about this
career but also understand how the sociopolitical and sociocultural climate is everchanging

regarding LGBTQ+ representation in K-12 schools in the U.S. South.
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Chapter 5 - Findings

Introduction

The purpose of this study is to understand the primary challenges of LGBTQ+ educators
and how those challenges play a role in their sense of belonging and commitment to the field of
education. Common amongst many LGBTQ+ employees, LGBTQ+ employees find themselves
constantly “coming out” or undergoing discrimination, fear of job loss, and fear of loss of respect
(Bowring & Brewis, 2009). However, many positive workplace experiences make LGBTQ+
employees feel supported and seen, especially when they are recognized by higher-level
employees that supervise or manage them (Tomlinson, 1998). This research examines both
positive and negative experiences that LGBTQ+ educators undergo as there is limited research
that supports how LGBTQ+ educators experience a workplace that consists of the educational
field. Employee tenure of LGBTQ+ employees is shorter compared to heterosexual employees
(Fric, 2021), which raises opportunities to ask questions about why LGBTQ+ employees do not
feel as if they possibly belong in certain workplaces. This also raises the opportunity to identify
the culture and atmosphere of PK-12 educational institutions and their acceptance of LGBTQ+
educators, particularly in more restrictive U.S. policy contexts (PEN America, 2024).

Participant profiles provided the foundation for understanding the lived experiences of
LGBTQ+ educators in the U.S. South. Findings in this chapter highlight politics and legislation
within the field of education as well as within the context of the U.S. South through policy
analysis and lived experiences of LGBTQ+ educators. In addition to politics and legislation, this
chapter discusses how identity intersects with various identities of the participants and how they
contribute to positive and negative experiences for LGBTQ+ educators in the U.S. South.

Throughout this chapter, the findings showcase how participants and the documents analyzed
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intersect in sociopolitical and sociocultural experiences throughout various areas across the U.S.
South including taking up space in educational settings, being outed at work, discourse regarding
policy and legislation, educator identity and belonging, and what the future entails for
participants and LGBTQ+ educators.
Politics, Legislation, and Homesteads

Mapping the Policy Context

The educational landscape for LGBTQ+ educators in the U.S. South continues to be
shaped by legislative efforts that impose restrictions on discussions of gender identity and sexual
orientation in schools. In 2023 and 2024, multiple states introduced or expanded so-called
“Don’t Say Gay” laws, further limiting how educators can address LGBTQ+ topics in the
classroom. For example, (Document #12, 2024, p. 2) prohibits instruction on sexual orientation
or gender identity through high school, an expansion of earlier laws that originally applied only
to elementary grades. These policies create an atmosphere of uncertainty, where LGBTQ+
educators must carefully navigate their language, lesson plans, and classroom interactions to
avoid potential professional consequences. Additionally, new legislation (Document #13, 2023,
p. 4) has proposed penalties—including termination or loss of teaching certification—for
educators found to be in violation of these laws, raising the stakes for those who are already
vulnerable in their workplaces. When just casually talking with Selina, she mentioned how she
had a student who was sometimes difficult to work with, created a project that focused on an
LGBTQ+ figure in history, and was advised by her principal that it was something she should
most likely not showcase to the class.

Beyond curriculum restrictions, other policies have emerged that indirectly impact

LGBTQ+ educators by reinforcing traditional definitions of gender and family structures within
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school environments. In 2023, several states introduced or passed laws requiring educators to use
only students' legal names and pronouns unless parents provide written consent, a policy
framework that implicitly discourages the affirmation of LGBTQ+ identities (Document #17,
2024, p. 5; Document #37, 2023, p. 2). While these laws primarily target students, they
contribute to a broader culture of erasure that affects teachers as well. Some proposed legislation
requires school employees to notify parents within 24 hours if a student expresses “confusion” or
a pronoun change (Document #17, 2024 p. 5). When talking about such policies, most
participants felt that the policies were unsupportive and targeted toward LGBTQ+ students and
educators. In some legislation, the ambiguity surrounding these regulations has led to concerns
that similar expectations could be placed on staff, forcing LGBTQ+ educators to suppress
aspects of their identities to avoid professional scrutiny.

Additionally, recent legislative efforts have sought to expand parental oversight in ways
that disproportionately impact LGBTQ+ educators. Policies introduced in 2023 propose
increased parental access to classroom materials and communication records, enabling parents to
challenge instructional content or report teachers they perceive as violating ideological
restrictions (Document #26, 2023, p.2). This has fostered an environment of heightened
surveillance, where LGBTQ+ educators feel compelled to self-censor discussions about their
own lives, families, or identities. Further, some legislation has Christian undertones that speak on
behalf of “traditional values” and “indoctrination of children”, mostly relating to Critical Race
Theory and “homosexual ideologies” (Filimon & Ivanescu, 2023). In some states, proposed
amendments to existing parental rights laws suggest that even acknowledging a same-sex partner
in a classroom setting could be grounds for disciplinary action, further marginalizing LGBTQ+

educators in their professional spaces (Document #13, 2023, p. 16).
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The review of state-level bills increased restrictions and aimed to suppress LGBTQ+
representation in schools. For instance, several states introduced legislation banning the
acknowledgment of LGBTQ+ history or identities in classroom discussions, developing a culture
of erasure (Document #6, 2023). However, participants pointed to the major differences that
inclusive policies could make in their schools. Robert talked about how his school once had a
Pride parade during his tenure, and this small act of anti-discrimination led to a culture of
belonging, one of which he feels when he is at his workplace. Such acts that Robert encountered
not only enhanced visibility but also cultivated a sense of safety and community. Participants
emphasized the need for school boards to prioritize inclusivity over political desirability,
recognizing some long-term benefits of diverse and supportive educational environments.

As new bills continue to be introduced and debated in state legislatures, the professional
and personal autonomy of LGBTQ+ educators remains active. The interplay of these policies,
school culture, and societal attitudes underscores the broader structural forces shaping the lived
experiences of LGBTQ+ educators in the U.S. South, reinforcing the instability of their position
within the education system.

Taking Up Space in the Workplace

Participants discussed the tension around “taking up space” (Joshua) in their individual
schools and within their districts as they have voiced how their environments differ from across
their areas as they work in conservative areas of the U.S. South. For Molly, they cite how
working in the place where they went to school is pretty similar to when they were in school:
they keep low when it comes to their sexuality and gender expression, saying that they “observe
and watch” to maintain their own safety within their community. Molly approaches the topic of

LGBTQ+ discussion “carefully”, disclosing that they know the political and “religious”
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influence of the town dominates the idea that being queer is frowned upon. Counteractively,
Robert talks about how working in a progressive part of his state and within a progressive school
district has its “ups and downs” when trying to maintain representation. Robert shares that his
colleagues have been receptive to him being a gay man, but he also acknowledges that “some
coworkers are avoidant” at times because of his sexuality. Robert’s experience is unique because
he works for a campus with several leadership turnovers, so he discussed navigating learning
different leadership approaches to gender expression in school. This meant that some of his
principals were “machismo and a man’s man” while others were “accepting and even one
principal was a lesbian woman.” Robert “takes up space” when he is at work because he's “not
trying to push any agenda” but he is instead “just letting you know that [his sexuality] is a part
of” his life, and he will disclose his personal life to his colleagues and to the parents of his
students. After learning from one of his “more conservative” principals that “you can have as
many big feelings as you want, but if you’re not going to come up with a solution to a problem,
then don’t bother complaining,” Robert, has developed his leadership skills and advocacy by
taking on leadership roles to “create access” for his campus which “really needed it.”

Joshua took a similar approach to Robert—by navigating uncertain professional waters.
When speaking with Joshua, a campus principal whose leadership skills are necessary for
“running a campus as smoothly as possible”, he shared that he is “the face of the campus.”
Concerning taking up space, Joshua says that he “takes up most of the space” on his campus.
However, when he was beginning his career, he felt that he couldn’t be his authentic self; and to
this day, he still feels like he cannot let his staff or colleagues “know everything” about him.
Joshua shared past comments from early in his career, when he was told that “he was a diversity

hire” and “not made to be a principal in ‘this’ town.” As a result, Joshua shares that most
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colleagues know that he is a queer man, but he “refuses to let them know” deep details of his
personal life as he works in a smaller town outside of a major city where “conservative values
are prioritized.”

All participants discussed varied levels of difficulty surrounding their identity
demonstration within their school districts. Robert’s school board is “extremely progressive, with
the school board president being a strong liberal woman, as well as having a gay man sit” on his
school board. But, when Joshua reflects on his school board, he framed his school board as “a
fear-mongering group of individuals” that will do anything to “push their agenda.” Molly,
Jordyn, and Selina also suggested that their school boards are more conservative-leaning; and
contrasted their capacity to demonstrate their identities with those occupying leadership
positions. Molly shared that her superintendent is “deep in scandals” but gets away with
everything because “he just has the power” to do anything he likes. When Selina and Jordyn talk
about their school district and taking up space, Selina has found herself at a more progressive
campus after “moving to a few new campuses to find the right fit.” For Jordyn, she also works at
a “more progressive school, but not as progressive as one would hope” in her state. Jordyn shares
that she knows when “teachers aren’t okay with gay people because they will just kind of avoid
all things about queer” people. Although Selina and Jordyn work for more progressive campuses,
Selina has found herself at the point where taking up space became a negative experience for her
on other campuses where she felt unsafe and unsupported, primarily through her transition.
However, for some participants, more negative experiences have led to possibly being outed at
work.

Outing at Work
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Of all the participants, Joshua and Selina were the only ones to be outed at work. For
Molly, they kept their sexuality and gender expression close to them and “private.” And Jordyn
explained it was easy “to fly under the radar as a lesbian woman,” noting her cis-gender woman
appearance. Lastly, because Robert lives in a more progressive area of his state, he noted how his
colleagues and students are “pretty receptive of who he is” because he is “not ashamed” of his
sexuality or his life. However, when it comes to Selina and Joshua, they each experienced
challenges by being outed at work.

Selina has experienced a few outings at work, mostly at the first two campuses where she
worked for a year each. One moment involved a trusted colleague who shared information
regarding Selina’s transition to other people, leading to a parent and student learning about
Selina’s “dead name and past.” “The student began using [Selina’s] dead name at school where
[Selina] filed a grievance against the coworker who shared [her] personal information with
others” in the community. The “scarier moment” happened when the father of the son “came to
the school and was able to breach security and come directly to [Selina’s] classroom.” She had
previously written a referral for the student to where the father had stormed the campus and
“threatened and demanded” her to revoke the referral or he would “out her to other parents” at
the campus. Selina recalls her campus “keeping things tight-lipped,” to the point where the
parent was directed never to step back on the campus again, but Selina was never given an
update on why the parent did what he did. Selina was also outed by a former principal’s
secretary, who used her dead name because she “did not believe in transgender people. The
secretary would address Selina as “Mr.” Selina asserted the secretary “was able to get away with
the behavior” because the district gave more “lip action than actually taking action” on

inclusivity, especially for transgender people. While Selina recalled several people filing
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grievances against this employee, she transferred after a year of feeling unsupported by her
administration. At her new school, she feels “so welcomed and supported by students and staff.”

For Joshua, his outing felt differently to him: Although he did not bring “that life to
work”, he was not ashamed to be known for being a queer man. Although the “district was small
and pretty close-minded”, Joshua was one of several queer elementary teachers; and they didn’t
seem to mind him being queer when he was in the classroom. It wasn’t until his first year of
serving as an assistant principal when he was discussing a child’s behavior with their guardian,
to which the guardian responded to Joshua and his principal that he wasn’t going to “listen to a
faggot tell [him] how he was going to raise [his] child.” Although his colleagues “suspected” he
was queer, he did not share that information with parents or students. That parent at the next
school board meeting “requested for the resignation” of Joshua because he believed that “some
gay man should not be able to tell” him how to raise his son or anyone’s children, outing
Joshua’s sexuality and forcing him to move to a neighboring school district the following year to
continue being an assistant principal.

When Joshua transitioned from an assistant principal to a campus principal at another
small district, the outings “never c[a]me from parents but from other colleagues at different
campuses” and within his own building. During his first year, Joshua inherited a struggling
campus, and he was “hired to be a turn-around principal.” However, colleagues from several
campuses were upset at the school board’s decision to hire him, because they believed that
Joshua “was hired because he was Black and queer.” He says that this experience of everyone
thinking that he was “a diversity hire” ignited a flame to prove that he was so much more than
just Black and queer. Joshua suggested upper-executive level colleagues are still “dismissive”

towards him at times, but he knows that his “scores and teacher retention data showcase” that he
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is the best-fit principal for that campus. Although his experiences have made him stronger and he

feels that he has acquired “approval and recognition” from most of the school district, he also

understands that public schools and their stakeholders are under attack by legislative policies,

which has been a strong tension happening not for Joshua, but for many of the participants.
Legislative Tensions in the LGBTQ+ Teacher Experience

For all participants, legislation—whether passed or failed—remained top-of-mind.
Robert, who lives in a more progressive area of a conservative-leaning state argued, “if someone
can’t fix it within 30 seconds, then it should be no one’s business.” He raised this argument
acknowledging legislation that is anti-gay that attempts to “practically stop gay people from
existing in schools.” He argued such laws “are hugely damaging to any of the kids that could
ever be represented” in a positive manner. Robert shared that state and local political leaders
“should not make laws based on things that people cannot control...if we’re doing it to gay
people, then we’re going to do it to women, then we’re going to do it to people of color, and then
we’re going to eventually do it to men.” Proposed legislation within his area of the U.S. South
includes banning instruction on gender expression and sexual orientation for kindergarten
through 8" grade students (Document #33, 2023, p. 1; Document #34, 2023, p. 2).

Molly shared the same concerns when it comes to policies and legislation within their
state and the country at-large. Like Robert, they argue that anti-gay laws “are not surprising one
bit but are disappointing”, lamenting that “we can’t make a kid feel welcomed if we are ignoring
half of them — we’re told to form relationships, but how can relationships be formed if I am
ignoring half of the kid?”” Further, Molly noted if harsher anti-gay laws were enacted where a
teacher had to report to parents about pronouns or out a student (Document #37, 2023), they

“would not follow those laws one bit because [they] worry about the child’s safety and would
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hate to hear about a child who goes home and commits suicide after [they] had to out a student to
their parents.” Such laws that Molly referred to are ones that dictate educators cannot withhold
information regarding a student’s “inconsistent” perception of biological sex from the child’s
parents, if the student discloses such information to an educator (Document #37, 2023 p. 2).
Molly goes on to say that “if [politicians] want to believe that gay people shouldn’t exist, then
they need to get behind the idea that we are here and we are not leaving.”

The Salience of Policy (Discourse, Pronouns, and Flags)

For Jordyn and Selina, because they both work in the same area in the U.S. South, they
discussed the use of pronouns within their schools. In their state, it is required for educators to
contact a student’s guardian within 48 hours of the student stating that they want to change their
pronouns from their “assigned at birth sex pronouns.” Similar laws across the U.S. South also
call for educators to teach that “sex is biological, stable, and determined at birth” as well as that
schools are not permitted to use pronouns that do not align with the sex of a student assigned at
birth (Document #10, 2023). For Selina, she dealt with a situation within her first year of
teaching, when a student came out to her and told her that they would like to change their
pronouns to she/her pronouns rather than he/him pronouns. As Selina reflected on this situation,
she shared how she “is a rule follower and doesn’t want to go against rules set in place”, but this
dilemma was a “personal ethical problem” for her. However, Selina did what the rules asked her
to do, and she contacted the child’s guardian. After this, Selina vowed that she “will definitely
turn a blind eye to when students make such comments as well as nudge students to not speak
about their pronouns directly” with her. Her newfound reasoning behind why she will not report
a student’s pronoun change to their guardians is because the student whose guardian she

contacted committed suicide within the year Selina was “forced to out the student.” Through our
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conversation, Selina regrets doing what she did and “wished this situation went differently.” She
talks about how when the “student committed suicide, it really showed [her] how all of the things
[she] does is important and sometimes [she] is the only supportive person that a kid might have
in their life.”

Joshua similarly noted how legislation regarding the use of pronouns in schools that go
against assigned at birth pronouns have been “a huge focus” within his state. He discussed how
legislation has been trying for the past few years to make it mandatory “to report students to their
parents if they want to change their pronouns to something different from their [assigned at birth]
sex.” In his experience as a campus administrator, “many teachers come up to me and [would] be
furious about an assigned at birth male student wearing a skirt or an assigned at birth female
student who wants to change their pronouns to they/them pronouns.” He stated how he uses
every opportunity as “a learning lesson for [his] teachers” by finding the root issue for their
anger and discomfort with students “proudly representing themselves in a positive form.” Many
of the root issues are that teachers feel it goes against their religious morals, but he believes that
the teachers who “are the most vocal about these issues may be secretly worried that that the
student is going to be bullied, and their anger is a form of protection for the student rather than
an issue against true morals.” Nonetheless, Joshua believes that he has worked hard to hear “all
sides of his teachers because as their leader, [he] wants to ensure they are heard and
acknowledged for their feelings and opinions.” Although Joshua is open to hearing and
acknowledging the opinions of his colleagues, he acknowledged that proposed legislation is
sometimes in their favor, especially as some legislation calls for schools to not promote a student
to adopt a certain gender identity or gender expression as well as not encourage students to wear

particular clothing (Document #17, 2024 p. 5). Proposed legislation also states how teachers are
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prohibited from instruction that discusses sexual orientation, sexual preference, or gender
expression inconsistent with biological sex (Document #13, 2023 p. 15). When asking
participants if they were ever exposed to an inclusive sex education curriculum, none of the
participants recalled an experience with such curricula. Instead, all of them said that their schools
only offer abstinence sex education, leading to gaps in educating students on the implications of
sex for all students. Some proposed legislation has discussed the idea of highlighting in a
negative view that “engaging in homosexual activity” is known to be one of the highest forms of
activity responsible for becoming exposed to the “AIDS virus” (Document #25, 2024 p. 14),
which can create an unconscious bias for students learning such material. This lack of inclusivity
leads to feelings of otherness, disengagement, and increased health risks among LGBTQ+ youth
(Epps et al., 2021). These findings suggest that a dual approach is necessary to move forward:
advocating for inclusive curriculum reform while also challenging exclusionary legislation at
local and state levels. With identity being a forefront issue through legislation, this has also been
a strong issue found within the lives of the participants.

Participants, in the context of discussing legislation, also discussed the importance of
symbols, like Pride flags. Selina was open about her having a trans flag in her classroom as she
knows that it highlighted the symbolic importance of fostering inclusivity and visibility for her
and her students. Joshua on the other hand was open about the risks a flag would have in his
school and how he wanted to ensure that he overall kept his staff safe and avoiding the
possibility of leading to him sitting in staffing meetings with human resources within his district.
Many proposed policies seek to ban of anything “favoring or promoting socialism, communism,
or Marxism, and that is free of anti-American bias”, which flags and “other paraphernalia”

(Document #24, 2024 p. 2) fall under. Both the legislation and advocacy for a ban of such Pride
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flags has made some participants feel as if LGBTQ+ identities are not valid nor acceptable,
impacting educators’ and students’ own sense of belonging. Additionally, participants expressed
their own frustration with the inconsistent enforcement of policies concerning flags and symbols,
suggesting that these decisions often reflected broader political climates rather than educational
goals.

Educator Identity and Belonging

As Selina asserted, “I don’t think I will ever stop being a teacher.” This was a common
theme amongst all participants, who felt that they are in this profession “not for themselves but
to serve others.” Participants discussed how and whether their experiences shaped their
commitment to education. All said that they “probably won’t leave” the field. As Selina reflected
her connection to education , she discussed how her “wife was an ICU nurse during COVID, and
we got death threats then, I was in the military for a long time and | got called a baby killer when
| came back home, and here in education, people are going to make you feel lesser than.”
Although people might be disapproving from the sidelines, “that one student who just gives you
that look in their eyes where you know they want to be in your classroom” reminds her that she
“found the right place” professionally, as many colleagues and administrators are supportive of
her, despite how the political climate of her state sees her differently.

Similarly, Molly knew that they wanted to continue to teach, and hopefully, get an
opportunity to teach at the higher education level where “there are less restrictive mandates.”
They call themself a “paranoid person” who “tends to not trust as many people”’; however, Molly
confirms that they “will never truly leave education” as they have a passion for mathematics.
With them in the process of earning their master’s degree in mathematics, they know that they

will have a foot in the door of moving to higher education and also being able to teach dual
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credit options at their campus. Of all the participants, they are the only ones to teach at the school
district they attended as a child.

Joshua was upfront. Having “spent more than two decades in this career...anyone who
thinks [he’s] leaving is going to be disappointed,” that being an educator is “just who [he is]”,
committing to one more decade serving his community and students as their leader. He talked
about how he “had doubts about wanting to be in education because of the experiences” he
underwent throughout his beginning years of teaching; however, he talks about how those
experiences made him “a stronger teacher and even stronger principal.” When asked about his
sense of belonging, He reflected on his sense of belonging: “there is no point to fit in when you
can just stand out.” Joshua spoke about how he never fit in with the rest of his peers and
colleagues, so he has “embraced” the diversity and differences he brings to the table. He
acknowledges that his differences “have made a huge impact on how the community sees queer
people and people of color”, noting that he is “here to make a difference and [he is] not going
anywhere.”

While Robert reflected on his own sense of belonging as well as his commitment to the
field of education, he shared that he “didn’t have any white teachers and not even gay teachers,
so | was the minority in a bunch of different ways, and | just want to be able to encourage
representation where | can.” He wants to continue to be “Mom and Dad” for his students because
he “has the sensitivity of one and the strength of the other” to support all students who may not
be able to see themselves in their teachers. When students feel they are visible by their teachers,
they “just love the comfort of knowing that they are seen” and represented. Robert says he “plans

to die” at his school; after serving there for almost 15 years, he wants to finish his career there.
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He shares that if he left, “it’s because the system was broken” to which he hopes that day never
comes.

As Jordyn reflected on her sense of belonging and commitment to the field of education,
she shared that she “has trouble belonging, but it is not because of [her] queerness.” She suggests
she is perceived as a younger educator based on her look but is over the age of 30. However,
when it comes to her commitment to the field of education, she understands the issues that
teachers face as similar to those in the nursing field; as both teachers and nurses are “public
servants.” Compared to her nursing career, “when somebody needs you and you help them, you
have those moments where it feels so incredibly rewarding” which is how she feels throughout
her new profession. However, she “[knew] this [was] the right career move” she made after
leaving the ICU nursing role. Jordyn acknowledges that the role she plays in education is to
serve students and push herself to advocate harder for her students. As she discussed her
commitment to the field, she understood why so many “teachers leave the profession”, but she
talks about how “you have to find the passion within the students and not within legislation or
administrators.”

Opening (or Shutting) the Closet Door

For all participants, framing the future meant progress, an individualized idea. For
Robert, thinking about the future as an LGBTQ+ educator meant “moving forward and
understanding where your right fit is...different districts have different needs, and if they don’t
need us, then that is on them and their conscience.” Robert shared some advice for both pre-
service teachers and teachers who are currently in the profession and possibly worried about
sexuality or gender expression discrimination. He argued that teachers should feel empowered to

know “where they belong” and if “they feel that education is not the right place for them, then
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they should not feel guilty about leaving — this isn’t a lifetime commitment.” He argued that
educators worried about such discrimination should “face adversity to become stronger”
individuals in their own lives but also in the lives of their students.

Similarly, Selina’s advice for educators who feel they may be discriminated against was
that “it is going to happen to you, but your students are going to admire you for living out.”
When students find out she is lesbian, although she is not out as transgender to her students,
“they see the role model they have been needing for a long while” citing how “they need [me] to
be comfortable with who they are.” Selina noted it can be scary being a queer educator in her
state, but “it is all worth it when you get that one kid who just needed a safe, elder queer, to tell
them that we do survive past the age of 18.” This is advice Selina talks about wishing she had
prior to starting her teaching career. Selina goes on to say that educators are going to find their
work friend, who is going to “accept you for everything and anything” citing how worried
educators must “lean on these people” to make it through darker and rougher times.

Molly lamented they wished they “could get some advice” from other people as well, on
how to tackle worries about discrimination. Molly noted that educators worried about such
discrimination should be “very careful” with what they post online and who they trust with
personal information regarding their sexuality or gender expression: “you shouldn’t post
anything on Facebook as it could be printed out” and possibly used against queer educators.
Molly mentioned the federal Title IX protections, hoping all educators worried about
discrimination to be cognizant of the protections they have that the country upholds. Jordyn
similarly considered realistic steps, suggesting educators should “look for districts that have
more representation such as school boards that are diverse in views or even have people of color”

sitting in such leadership roles “rather than just white male representation.” If educators worried
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about discrimination find more diverse school districts, “they are more understanding of
marginalized groups and not just only about race.” The experience of finding a more diverse
school district in her state “has made things so much easier”, because growing up, she “couldn’t
count a single queer teacher” she ever had or was in her school. However, “the world has slowly
made the right moves as people slowly realize the fact that we do exist and that we are more
prevalent than they think”, remaining hopeful that the more queer representation that is
showcased in the world, “people will stop saying bigoted things” that do not come from a place
of love or acceptance.

Joshua framed his thoughts from a place of advocacy. Educators must “be able to accept
that these things will happen to you, but if you advocate for yourself and don’t fall to the
negative voices, then you will see that everyone will stop bothering you.” From Joshua’s
perspective as a campus administrator, he noted “there are so many queer educational leaders”
who have experienced challenges, asserting that “even in the smallest and most Podunk towns,
you will find queer educators who are going through the same thing.” He wishes that the advice
he got when he was brand new to the teaching profession came from “people who loved and
accepted him”, but instead, the first voices of his career were from “hateful spirits” that almost
drove him away from the profession. He hopes that “future and current educators worried about
discrimination know there is a community out there” for them.

One of the most impactful pieces of the process was hearing the diverse perspectives and
unique challenges faced by each participant. While each participant brought a distinct lens to the
interviews, common themes of resilience, advocacy, and the desire for authenticity and visibility
emerged. The first interviews offered a nice introduction to each participant’s family dynamics,

early educational experiences, and how their regional culture shaped their identities and life
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trajectories. The narratives of each participant provided a strong foundation for understanding
each participant’s lived realities as people and educators. In the second set of interviews, the
participants shared about the details of their daily experiences in schools, describing the different
interactions they have with colleagues, students, administrators, and other stakeholders. Our
conversations revealed the complexities of navigating professional spaces as LGBTQ+ people in
the U.S. South as well as highlight the moments of affirmation and success within their personal
and professional contexts. For the third set of interviews that focused on meaning-making,
participants reflected on their experiences that resulted in reflection on themselves, their
communities, and the broader educational landscape. All of the participants shared about the
pride they take as being mentors and role models for students as well as advocates for equity and
inclusion, while also describing the emotional labor and personal sacrifices involved in the role
of an educator. Through these reflections, it highlighted the deeply personal and professional
implications of being an LGBTQ+ educator in the United States South.
Summary of Findings

This study examines the lived experiences of LGBTQ+ educators in the U.S. South,
focusing on the challenges they face, their resilience, and their role as advocates for inclusivity.
Participants described navigating restrictive legislation, particularly policies limiting discussions
of gender identity and requiring the disclosure of students' identities. These laws created ethical
dilemmas, forcing educators to balance professional expectations with their commitment to
student well-being. Additionally, the discourse around pronoun usage and identity reinforced the
complexities of working in schools where such topics are heavily politicized.

Despite these obstacles, participants remained deeply committed to education, seeing

their roles as vital for representation and support. Some are seeking refuge in higher education
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for its perceived flexibility, while others commit to K-12 schools to foster inclusive
environments. They shared strategies for navigating discrimination, from carefully selecting
supportive school districts to building trusted networks. While some expressed concerns about
the long-term sustainability of their careers in restrictive regions, all affirmed their dedication to
mentoring and advocating for students.

Ultimately, the findings highlight the emotional labor and personal sacrifices involved in
being an LGBTQ+ educator in the U.S. South. While institutional barriers persist, the
participants’ stories reflect a deep sense of purpose and the belief that visibility and advocacy
can create meaningful change. Their experiences underscore the need for policies that support
LGBTQ+ educators and affirm the diverse professional and personal identities of all educators

and students.
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Chapter 6 - Discussion and Implications

Introduction

The purpose of this study is to understand the primary challenges of LGBTQ+ educators
and how those challenges play a role in their sense of belonging and commitment to the field of
education. Common amongst many LGBTQ+ employees, LGBTQ+ employees find themselves
constantly “coming out” or undergoing discrimination, fear of job loss, and fear of loss of respect
(Bowring & Brewis, 2009). However, many positive workplace experiences make LGBTQ+
employees feel supported and seen, especially when they are recognized by higher-level
employees who supervise or manage them (Tomlinson, 1998). This research is to identify both
positive and negative experiences that LGBTQ+ educators undergo as there is limited research
that supports how LGBTQ+ educators experience a workplace that consists of the educational
field. Employee tenure of LGBTQ+ employees is shorter compared to heterosexual employees
(Fric, 2021), which raises opportunities to ask questions about why LGBTQ+ employees do not
feel as if they possibly belong in certain workplaces. This also raises the opportunity to identify
the culture and atmosphere of PK-12 educational institutions and their acceptance of LGBTQ+
educators.

Research Questions

Given the study context, purpose, and guiding literature, the following research questions
guide this dissertation examining the lived experiences of LGBTQ+ educators:

1. What are the primary challenges faced by LGBTQ+ educators within their

educational institutions based in the Southern region of the U.S.?
2. How do these challenges play a role in their sense of belonging and commitment to

the field of education?
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Individuality (or Lack Thereof)

Findings illustrate how social and political conditions dictate what is considered
“acceptable” individuality. And, from there, participants took cues from their contexts to decide
what was “safe” for them to demonstrate, largely dictated by policy, religion, and social
discourse. Most of the participants found that their upbringings as well as their experiences in the
field of education lacked respect for dimensions of their identities. The bills that were analyzed
in the findings show how certain dimensions of identity and individuality, especially of those
whose gender expressions or sexual orientations do not align with heteronormative values, are
being tested to be eradicated from portions of U.S. society. Many LGBTQ+ educators experience
discrimination, harassment, and job loss, leading to the concealment of their identities (Hooker,
2018; Irwin, 2002). Many of the participants’ feelings and the legislation stem from Christian-
based ideologies that try to silence and erase “unconventional” forms of sexual orientation or
gender expression.

Consequently, participants felt a sense of guilt and disrespect from their families and
communities if they were to identify as an LGBTQ+ person or if their gender expression was
different from their assigned gender at birth. Muting dimensions of identity or individuality
reflects a broader societal discomfort with LGBTQ+ identities in professional settings that leads
to feelings of invisibility and isolation (Ghio et al., 2024). Some proposed legislation discusses
how no student or employee should adopt or affirm “certain concepts” about race or sex
(Document #20, 2023 p.1) leading to educators feeling a form of erasure occurring within the
contexts of their workplaces. Internalized homophobia is a significant developmental challenge
for LGBTQ+ people, associated with lower self-esteem, poorer self-concept, and higher levels of

sex guilt (Rowen & Malcolm, 2003). This sense of guilt and lower self-esteem, one directly
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aligned with the Minority Stress Theory (Rowen & Malcolm, 2003), shows how LGBTQ+
people are experiencing stressors not just from their community but also from themselves. From
here, it is important to question how if educators feel this lack of individualism, then what do
students and other stakeholders see and feel about what may be perceived about the educator?
Politics and Religion

The influence of politics and religion emerged as a significant factor shaping the
experiences of the participants and remained evident in the artifact analysis. For many of the
participants, especially Molly, religion played a significant role in their identity at the workplace;
while for others, religion loomed large in their communities. Joshua and Molly were in more
heavily religious areas of their state while Robert was in a more progressive area of his state
where he saw less of a religious influence within the context of LGBTQ+ acceptance.
Geographically, Joshua and Molly were in more urban areas of their state while Robert was
closely located to two major cities, serving in a more suburban city. Within the findings, it is
discovered that proposed legislation names LGBTQ+ represented books and curriculum as
“lewd” because they promote “gender fluidity or gender pronouns” (Document #7, 2023). Other
proposed legislation has stated that “sex is an immutable biological trait” (Document #11, 2023
p. 3) Religious institutions have historically been unsupportive of openly gay individuals,
fostering societal homophobia and oppression (Clarke et al., 1989). Many proposed legislations
were written by conservative political leaders, are also focused on the erasure of classism, much
of which lists how curriculum and educators should neither state how a group, such as race,
gender, sexual orientation, color, creed, or ethnicity is perceived as above or below another

group. This legislation tries to justify how no person is more or less than another population of
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people, and schools should not teach that a specific group has faced more or less injustice
(Document #2, 2024 p. 1).

These influences of heavy religion and conservative political values have made most of
the participants feel unsafe or unwelcome in the educational buildings and districts they have
been working in. For example, Selina talks about how she felt so unsafe after being threatened
and almost assaulted by a parent which led her to move to a new campus within her district to
avoid additional experiences of possibly losing her life at work. Despite some social progress in
the U.S., K-12 buildings often silence LGBTQ+ individuals and topics, creating marginalization
(Parsons, 2024). Molly was very vocal about how there was a subtle but pervasive pressure to
align with the dominant culture narrative, even when it conflicted against their identities. Joshua
was also vocal about how they once left a principal meeting where political discourse related to
anti-LGBTQ+ policy seeped into discussions where they left feeling slightly alienated in the
small school district they work for. As for Robert and Jordyn, they both have felt that the
pressure within their school has been little to none for most parts as they have had positive
interactions with many of their colleagues. When working in more progressive landscapes of the
United States, LGBTQ+ educators who work in more progressive areas tend to feel empowered
and accepted in their school communities although challenges do persist (Tompkins et al., 2019).
Jordyn, although working in a small district, found that because of her sexual orientation of
being a lesbian woman, it was easier to fly under the radar and not be identified as being an
LGBTQ+ person. However, all participants were pretty agreeable with the notion that they have
had to make many decisions about what to disclose and not disclose at their places of work
because of the heavy influences of religion and politics.

Symbols and Curriculum
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Flags and Symbols

Participants and legislation also highlighted how symbols, such as LGBTQ+ flags are a
topic of discussion in state and district-level offices. This controversy reflects broader debates
about LGBTQ issues in schools, including discussions of same-sex marriage and transgender
rights (Beck, 2013; Journell, 2017). These findings suggest a critical need for systemic reforms
that support symbolic representation as an essential component of inclusive education. Educators
must carefully consider how to address such issues, balancing the need for open discourse with
concerns about student safety and identity (Beck, 2013; Journell, 2017).

The display of LGBTQ+ flags in public schools has sparked a lot of debate, especially in
states where there have been attempts to ban these symbols (Eckes, 2024). This debate is part of
a larger struggle over whether LGBTQ+ topics should be addressed in schools, often driven by
concerns about parental backlash and the belief that such issues are too controversial for the
classroom (Shannon & Smith, 2015). However, there are strong arguments in favor of including
LGBTQ+ role models and symbols, like the pride flag, in schools. These symbols can help create
an environment where students learn to respect diversity and see LGBTQ+ identities as valid and
important, though it's important to find a balance with parental rights (Boulay et al., 2020). In
navigating this issue, schools are working to ensure they support students while also considering
the concerns of families about what their children are exposed to.

From a legal standpoint, schools have some protection for displaying LGBTQ+ symbols,
rooted in First and Fourteenth Amendment rights, which guarantee free expression and equal
treatment (Demitchell, 2011). The debate over LGBTQ+ flags and other symbols in schools is
really about larger societal questions around acceptance and the inclusion of gay and lesbian

individuals (Demitchell, 2011). Schools play a key role in shaping how students view these
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issues, and as this conversation continues, the challenge remains: should schools prioritize
creating visible support for LGBTQ+ students, or should they focus more on responding to those
who want to exclude such symbols?

Sex Education — Sodomy

Most participants stated that there is an absence of LGBTQ+ topics in the curricula, most
of which are heavily focused on abstinence, a heavily Christian-influenced ideology (Clarke et
al., 1989). Legislation highlighted how sex education remains a critical area of contention.
Dependence on abstinence and exclusion of LGBTQ+ topics not only fails to provide students
with comprehensive and inclusive sexual education but also possibly puts LGBTQ+ educators in
situations they may not want to be in. Legislative initiatives sought to explicitly exclude
LGBTQ+ topics from sex education, reinforcing the broader culture of erasure. Other proposed
legislation has even promoted that “minors should not be subject” to sexual activity, sexual
orientation, gender theory, gender identity, gender multiplicity, or gender expression before
grade 9 (Document #32, 2023 p. 2) which could be seen as a deficit for students who by middle
school, should understand foundational educational knowledge of sexual education that promotes
healthy and inclusive lifestyles. The omission of LGBTQ+ perspectives in sex education easily
leads to misinformation and stigmatization, underscoring the need for curriculum reforms that
recognize diverse identities. Consequently, many LGBTQ+ students turn to media sources for
information, potentially increasing their vulnerability to sexual violence and harassment (Bloom
etal., 2022).

The teaching of sodomy in sex education has been a highly contentious issue, especially
in the context of broader debates over the inclusion of LGBTQ+ topics in curricula. As Ross and

Kantor (1995) noted, during the 1994-95 school year in the United States, the push for
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abstinence-only education gained significant traction, with many advocates arguing against any
acknowledgment of homosexuality or non-heteronormative sexual practices, including sodomy.
This movement reflected a broader cultural discomfort with the idea of teaching about diverse
sexual experiences, reinforcing the idea that such topics were inappropriate for young students.
Jose (1999) also highlights how these debates have been shaped by societal norms, arguing that
such restrictions on sex education reflect deeply ingrained heterosexual biases that prioritize
heterosexuality while marginalizing sexual orientations and practices considered outside the
norm. These controversies, which often lead to the censorship of educational materials and the
limiting of discussions on topics like sodomy, underscore the tension between public health
advocacy and conservative moral viewpoints regarding sexual education.

Understanding Proposed Legislation

School boards and state-level governments emerged as pivotal forces shaping the
experiences of LGBTQ+ educators. Harsh policies, such as those prohibiting discussions of
LGBTQ+ topics, restricting the display of affirming symbols, and even “outing” students who
would change their names or pronouns while in school created hostile environments. There is a
need for educators to be cautious when discussing LGBTQ+ issues in schools due to student
identities, societal debates, and legal considerations. Also, same-sex discussions could reinforce
heteronormative assumptions and lead to stereotypical characterizations of LGBTQ+ people
(Beck, 2013).

Resilience, for LGBTQ+ educators, is often understood through the lens of
heteronormativity, which assumes that resilience is only achievable when individuals conform to
traditional, heterosexual norms. Minority Stress Theory helps explain how LGBTQ+ educators

experience stress and challenges due to their identities, such as discrimination and exclusion,
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which are heightened in environments that reinforce heterosexuality (Meyer, 2003). LGBTQ+
educators in schools face these pressures daily, and when discriminatory policies and legislation
are proposed, they only exacerbate these challenges by reinforcing harmful, heteronormative
standards. Such policies create an environment that excludes LGBTQ+ educators further, making
resilience appear as something only possible if they conform to society's narrow views on gender
and sexuality (Ferbezar et al., 2024; Regan & Meyer, 2021). Within this context, LGBTQ+
educators must navigate hostile environments, but the very concept of resilience becomes shaped
by the expectation to adhere to traditional, heterosexual norms rather than embracing diverse
identities.

This heteronormative framework also limits the resilience opportunities available to
LGBTQ+ educators by constraining the ways in which they can seek support and express their
identities. Intersectionality adds another layer to this understanding, recognizing that LGBTQ+
educators with intersecting marginalized identities—such as race, class, or disability—face
compounded stressors that intensify the effects of minority stress (Crenshaw, 1991). For these
educators, resilience is not just about individual coping strategies but about navigating multiple
layers of discrimination and exclusion. Finding social support, a critical resilience factor,
becomes even more difficult in environments where LGBTQ+ educators—particularly those
with intersecting identities—are often marginalized or invisible (Cohen et al., 2023).
Discriminatory laws that target LGBTQ+ rights, especially in the context of education, further
marginalize these educators, reinforcing the idea that resilience can only be achieved by
conforming to heteronormative standards. This regulatory environment impacts LGBTQ+
educators' sense of belonging and well-being, leaving them with fewer opportunities for self-

affirmation and expression. By framing resilience within a heteronormative context, these

97



policies not only challenge LGBTQ+ educators' ability to thrive but also perpetuate the idea that
their lived experiences and identities are less valid than those of their heterosexual colleagues
(Pearson & Wilkinson, 2018).

The political landscape and enforcement of anti-LGBTQ+ beliefs push the urgent need
for systemic reforms that transcend the vastly different debates and focus on creating equitable
spaces where educators and students alike can thrive and succeed. The proposed legislation,
which often frames restrictions on “neutrality”, highlights how systemic exclusion is embedded
into law and policy. Laws and policies disclose how no person is more or lesser than any other
individuals (Document #3, 2023 p. 1) creating a gap in awareness of social justice occurring or
not occurring within the United States. These measures disproportionately affect LGBTQ+
educators by limiting their capacity to serve as true and authentic role models in the educational
environment. Addressing these issues requires advocating for policies that explicitly support
LGBTQ+ visibility and create environments where educators can openly embrace their identities
without fear of any repercussions. This brings to light that systemic reforms must go beyond
reactive measures to address the underlying cultural narratives that drive such restrictive policies
against LGBTQ+ educators and students. Such systemic changes should aim to create affirming
environments, promote respect for diversity, and ensure equitable treatment of LGBTQ+
individuals in educational settings (McHaelen et al., 2019; Millan, 2017).

We’re Human, Too

Throughout the interviews, many of the educators expressed a strong desire “to be just
like everyone else,” driven by fear of possibly being singled out or targeted. This pressure to
conform often led to self-censorship and a reluctance to address LGBTQ+ topics in their

classrooms and schools. Many LGBTQ+ educators often struggle with coming out in their work
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environment, which impacts the level of equity for LGBTQ+ educators in the workplace
(Tompkins et al., 2019). For many, the desire to conform stems from a deep-rooted societal
narrative that portrays LGBTQ+ identities as “Other,” This narrative often manifests in subtle
workplace dynamics, where heteronormative behaviors and expectations are more dominant.
Something that | was expecting within my interviews was participants saying that they would
adjust their mannerisms and avoid personal conversations to blend in with colleagues; however,
this was not the case. All participants don’t necessarily change how they act, rather, they have
been so conditioned to act the way they do as a safety mechanism enabled for decades.
Nonetheless, the participants do mention that wanting to “be like everyone else” took a
significant psychological toll, contributing to stress, anxiety, and feelings of isolation.

The desire to be recognized as their full selves and blend in also creates professional
challenges for the participants. Participants mentioned how masking their identities could hinder
the formation of genuine connections and relationships with colleagues and students. Hooker
(2018) reports how LGBTQ+ students and non-LGBTQ+ students had an increase in willingness
to approach educators for mentorship and felt more of a sense of belonging when their teachers
were out to their classes. Selina and Jordyn both mentioned how when students would make
hints regarding their sexual orientation or gender identity, they would have to warn the students
about the repercussions the state has for students who share such information with their
educators. Some proposed legislation has also called for the ban of educators regarding their own
sexuality or gender expression to students or within school areas (Document #13, 2023).

Surprisingly, there is an emotional toll that is felt by the educators, but this emotional toll
has yet to lead anyone to burn out or even consider leaving the profession altogether. Usually,

there is an experience of stress from working in heteronormative environments with ill-informed
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colleagues that could lead to concerns about career advancements and workplace discrimination
(Eliason et al., 2017). As the sense of belonging would closely tie to professional efficacy, but
participants are committed to education because being an educator is an identity of theirs. Not a
single participant, even through harsh and terrible times regarding their sexual orientation or
gender expression, ever felt that they did not belong in the field of education. Even though some
participants live and work in a heavily conservative, heteronormative, environment, their
commitment to the field of education has never changed. This finding pushes against my initial
research question of whether being an LGBTQ+ educator can lessen professional efficacy. This
finding has also helped me realize that being an educator is a lifestyle, and it is most definitely an
identity. This has developed inquiry in future research on minority educators and how their
commitment to the field of education is vastly different than those who are not considered a
minority group.

Inner-Childhood Healing

For many participants, working with students provided an unexpected avenue for inner-
childhood healing. Every participant did not “come out” until they were in college or even later
in their adult lives. Teaching in affirming and inclusive environments, even where legislation is
hard on LGBTQ+ discussion, allowed them to conform and mend the emotional wounds from
their own schooling experiences, where they often felt marginalized, misunderstood, or
unsupported. Kitchen and Bellini (2012) share how teachers can create inclusive environments
that combat homophobic bullying and harassment in schools, which may not have been present
for LGBQT+ educators. For many of the participants, their own youth was marked by a lack of

role models or spaces where they overall felt confused, which later built into deep emotional
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scares. By creating affirming spaces for their students, the participants described reclaiming a
sense of agency over their younger selves.

For some, these moments of connection served as a form of therapeutic reflection.
Teaching LGBTQ+ students who reminded them of their struggles allowed some participants to
rewrite their narratives, replacing isolation and shame with connection and empowerment. These
relationships demonstrated the reciprocal nature of teaching, where educators are not only
shaping students but are also profoundly shaped by their students’ experiences. Some teachers
finally experience acceptance and take on advocacy roles for LGBTQ+ people in schools
(Tompkins et al., 2019). For Molly, they talk about how having their pronouns in their email
signature when they introduce themselves to their class, opens the doors to serving students
beyond just being another scholar in the classroom. Such insights highlight how teaching can act
as a form of reparative care, addressing emotional wounds from the past.

It is also important to note that these findings emerged primarily through participants’
experiences rather than institutional acknowledgment of their workplaces and school districts.
Participants pointed out that the systemic structures often overlooked the emotional burden
LGBTQ+ educators carry. Many educators, especially in conservative states face
“microaggressive” stress that negatively impacts their mental health (Smith, 2023). In
environments where policies restrict LGBTQ+ visibility and conversations, the ability to
facilitate such healing experiences can sometimes not be fully transparent to oneself. All
participants described the frustration of wanting to create affirming spaces while simultaneously
navigating environments that are inherently unsupportive or even hostile towards LGBTQ+
people, where they also experience pushback from far-right conservatives (Borsheim-Black,

2024). This dual pressure often intensified their emotional struggles while heightening the
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personal significance of their relationships with their students. Additionally, the process of inner-
childhood healing was not always linear. Joshua talked about how working with students brought
him moments of joy and hope, but it also resurfaced painful memories. Joshua talked about how
he was handling a bullying case when he was an assistant principal, and it triggered his own
recollections of similar experiences when he was a child. He shared how it felt overwhelming at
times, reliving his own past through students’ struggles. This complex interplay of past and
present shows the deep and personal nature of teaching for LGBTQ+ educators; as they often
bring their lived experiences to the forefront to foster healing and growth for themselves and for
their students. These efforts include building healthy relationships with their students, promoting
healing, and implementing informed-trauma practices (Ford et al. 2023).

The findings of inner-childhood healing show the importance of fostering environments
that allow such transformative healing processes to take place. Schools that prioritize inclusivity
and emotional well-being create opportunities for LGBTQ+ educators to not only grow
professionally but also heal personally. When comprehensive inclusion is designed into schools,
including curriculum, GSA clubs, and other extracurricular inclusiveness, it improves the
perceptions for both students and teachers in regard to safety and community (Mann et al., 2024).
This double benefit has some ripple effects as educators’ ability to bring their full selves to their
work ultimately supports school culture, it benefits students and staff alike. Recognizing and
supporting these experiences is essential in building systems that value both the professional and
emotional contributions of LGBTQ+ educators.

Role Models and Mentorship

LGBTQ+ educators serve as critical role models for students, offering visibility and a

sense of possibility for those exploring their own identities. LGBTQ+ educators can become
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strong role models for students by being visible and open about their identities, despite historical
issues surrounding anti-gay inclusivity (Stallard, 2020). Many of the participants expressed the
profound responsibility they felt to mentor students who questioned their own identities despite
systemic barriers and cultural resistance. Selina describes how she has managed to create a space
for students during her lunch block to emphasize the importance of having an adult who
understands the struggles some students may go through as well as create a space where students
alike can be their authentic selves. For these students, this mentorship becomes a lifeline,
highlighting how meaningful connections with LGBTQ+ educators can counter feelings of
isolation and fear. LGBTQ+ students who are supported by LGBTQ+ role models supports the
psychological wellbeing of the student (Bird et al., 2011), something that each participant wants
to ensure for every single one of their students.

However, the absence of LGBTQ+ representation in some schools leaves a noticeable
gap that can contribute to alienation among students and create harmful stigmas. Molly reflected
on their own schooling experience, where the absence of LGBTQ+ educators slightly reinforced
an idea that their identity is not widely accepted, and may even be invisible. For current
educators, this realization fuels their determination to ensure that LGBTQ+ students see
themselves reflected in their learning environments and teachers. The role of the LGBTQ+
teacher mentor for students also helps provide support for the students who are marginalized and
face higher rates of bullying and isolation (Wright & Smith, 2013). The participants emphasize
that visibility is not just about presence, but it is about creating spaces where students feel
affirmed and accepted.

While the importance of mentorship and representation emerged strongly in participants’

interviews, the lack of institutional support often hindered the participants’ efforts to fulfill the
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role of a mentor. Many schools implement policies that either discourage or explicitly prohibit
discussions of LGBTQ+ identities, limiting opportunities for educators to provide meaningful
support. Several participants shared their frustrations of having to navigate these restrictive
systems while balancing the desire to remain a mentor. Such policies usually also reinforce
oppressive systems and cause separations between policy and practice (Williams & Crimmins,
2023). As Molly mentions, just saying “gay” could bring negative attention as it is something
that is very rarely mentioned.

The significance of LGBTQ+ role models extends beyond individual mentorship. Robert
noted that his presence often challenges broader cultural norms within schools, encouraging
conversations about inclusion and diversity among students, parents, and staff. By simply being
visible, LGBTQ+ educators push back against heteronormative assumptions. Being visible and
unapologetic about their identities is important for educators to maintain strong visibility as a
role model for LGBTQ+ students (Ridler, 2020). Robert shares how his students treat him just
like they would their other teachers. They are curious about how his dog is or what he and his
husband did over the weekend. These age-appropriate conversations foster a greater
understanding and acceptance within his classrooms and around the campus.

Overall, these findings reveal the powerful and complex role that LGBTQ+ educators
play in fostering visibility and inclusion for all students. While their presence offers hope and
affirmation for LGBTQ+ students, systemic barriers, consistent with much of what has been
discussed, continue to remain a problem, especially when LGBTQ+ educators face a climate that
limits their abilities to serve as role models (Wright & Smith, 2013). Addressing challenges
requires more than individual efforts; it demands institutional and legislative commitments to

supporting LGBTQ+ educators as they work to create spaces that are inclusive for all students.
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Intersecting Identity

Autism and Being a Queer Educator

The intersection of neurodivergence and LGBTQ+ identity presented some multifaceted
challenges for participants who identified as both autistic and queer. As Crenshaw (1991)
highlights in her theory of intersectionality, the marginalization of individuals cannot be
understood by simply considering each identity in isolation; rather, it is crucial to examine the
overlapping systems of oppression that interact to shape their lived experiences. These educators
often encountered double marginalization, where societal biases against autism intersected with
those against LGBTQ+ identities, creating a unique and compounded struggle. LGBTQ+ autistic
people usually describe higher levels of stigma consciousness and identity salience compared to
non-LGBTQ+ autistic people (Khudiakova & Chasteen, 2022). This intersection of identities
amplifies the experiences of isolation and exclusion, as individuals navigate the combined
impacts of both neurodivergence and LGBTQ+ marginalization.

Joshua discussed how, when he was younger, he felt isolated due to sensory sensitivities
on top of feeling isolated as a queer person. His needs for a structured environment that both
provided neurodivergence inclusivity and acceptance of his sexual orientation were quite often
misunderstood by his teachers and peers, resulting in exclusion and a sense of being
undervalued. As an adult, he has noticed how he has become misunderstood by his colleagues
because of his overstimulation or sensory impacts on top of compounding his LGBTQ+ identity,
which has led to additional scrutiny and intensifying feelings of alienation. This is indicative of
many LGBTQ+ people and autistic people who undergo multiple minority stressors (Hillier et
al., 2019), aligning with Crenshaw's (1991) assertion that intersecting systems of oppression can

exacerbate experiences of marginalization.
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Despite such challenges, participants also identified strengths stemming from their
intersecting identities. For instance, Jordyn shared how her heightened empathy allowed her to
form deep and meaningful connections with students, particularly those who also faced
marginalization. Selina was able to highlight how her resilience in navigating complex
professional and personal landscapes, noting that these unique experiences made her equipped to
advocate for more inclusive practices with her school. She believed that these practices would
not only benefit their students, but it would also contribute to a more compassionate and
inclusive school culture. This resilience and ability to advocate reflect Crenshaw’s (1991)
perspective that intersectionality can lead to unique strengths and capacities, as individuals
leverage their multiple identities to create positive change.

The experiences of these educators show the necessity of addressing the unique
challenges at the intersection of neurodivergence and LGBTQ+ identity. By tailoring support
systems and including professional development on neurodivergence and LGBTQ+ issues,
schools can foster more inclusive environments for students and educators. To support this
population, there is a need for better understanding, practices, and support regarding sexuality
and gender identity among autistic individuals (Hillier et al., 2019). Some participants mentioned
that such measures of understanding the whole person should go beyond surface-level
accommodations and instead include systemic changes that recognize the diverse needs of
individual students who may be navigating multiple forms of marginalization.

Moreover, the narratives of these educators shed light on the broader implications of
intersectionality within educational settings. By acknowledging the interplay between
neurodivergence and LGBTQ+ identity, schools can create policies and practices that affirm the

full spectrum of educator and student experiences. This intersectional approach is important in
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not only fostering equity but also in enhancing the educational environment as a whole.
Ultimately, the findings reveal the importance of moving beyond a one-size-fits-all model of
support for neurodivergent LGBTQ+ educators. Recognizing and celebrating the unique
contributions of neurodivergent LGBTQ+ educators can lead to more inclusive and equitable
educational spaces. To support this population, there is a need for better understanding, practices,
and support regarding sexuality and gender identity among autistic individuals (McAuliffe et al.,
2022). These participants’ stories call for systemic reforms that prioritize empathy,
understanding, and celebration of diversity in all forms.

Experiences of Being Black and Queer

During my research, Joshua is the only participant to identify as a Black and queer
educator in the South. This highlighted dual challenges and opportunities in relation to
intersecting identities. Black LGBTQ+ people face unique challenges due to multiple stigmatized
identities, which can lead to health inequalities and adverse outcomes (Fields et al., 2016).
Joshua’s narrative illustrated the ways systemic racism and heteronormativity in educational
spaces operated at the same time, often resulting in a heightened sense of visibility and
vulnerability. For example, Joshua described experiencing microaggressions rooted in both his
racial identity and queer identity, being told that many people “like him” would never be sitting
in leadership roles in the area he works at. This reflects Crenshaw’s (1991) theory of
intersectionality, which emphasizes how individuals with intersecting marginalized identities
experience compounded forms of discrimination that are not fully captured by focusing on a
single axis of identity.

Joshua’s narrative revealed how his intersecting identities also served as a source of

strength and motivation. He talked about how although the number of Black and queer students
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is small in his school, this positionality allowed him to connect deeply with students from
marginalized backgrounds, serving as a role model who disrupted traditional norms in the
educational setting. Powell (2020) discusses how Black queer educators can leverage their
experiences to challenge oppressive hierarchies and promote inclusivity. With Joshua being
queer and Black, this led him to understand the systemic inequalities affecting not just himself,
but his students as well, and equipped Joshua with tools to better serve and advocate for
inclusive practices in the school he leads.

Joshua described how at the beginning of his career, he felt pressure to hide his sexuality
because of the idea that he was the only Black teacher in his school. Brockenbrough (2011)
discusses how Black male educators usually faced pressures to keep “their queerness ‘in the
closet’ despite the potential for disrupting black queer marginality in educational settings.”
However, Joshua knew that it was in his power, especially now as a campus principal, to bring
critical awareness to his school by fostering environments where students and colleagues should
be encouraged to challenge bias and embrace diversity.

By centering the voices of Black and queer educators, Joshua’s experiences show the
importance of recognizing and addressing the multifaceted oppressions many Black and queer
educators face while also recognizing the value and unique contributions each one brings to
educational spaces. Joshua’s story highlights the need for continuous systemic change that
supports educators at the intersection of multiple marginalized identities. Such changes include
targeted mentorship programs, anti-racism and LGBTQ+ inclusivity training for all students and
staff, and the development of policies that affirm intersectional identities. By improving
inclusivity for LGBTQ+ people in schools, especially those of color, requires LGBTQ+

representation in key educational roles could combat oppression (Cerezo & Bergfeld, 2013).
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Experiences of Being a Woman and Queer

The intersectionality of being a queer woman educator reveals complex layers of identity,
privilege, and oppression that shaped the lived experiences of Molly, Selina, and Jordyn.
Educators with intersecting identities often experience increased emotional labor and
marginalization, particularly in rural areas (Coda & Moser, 2023). Of my participants, Molly is a
queer non-binary person assigned female at birth, Selina, a transgender woman, and Jordyn, a
cisgender lesbian. Their narratives show how intersecting identities influence the navigation of
educational spaces, relationships with colleagues and students, and their sense of self within a
professional context.

For Molly, who is queer and non-binary, the intersection of gender and sexuality often
presents challenges related to visibility and recognition. The socio-cultural norm of being
assigned female at birth puts them in a state of assumptions being made about how they should
conform to the world around them. Social interactions are complicated by cultural norms based
on a binary gender system, usually resulting in constant self-disclosure and reminders of a non-
binary person’s gender identity to others (Shuster & Lamont, 2019). Molly talks about how not
that many people at their workplace know about their identity because it is a religious-heavy area
that they work and live in. Molly did not go into detail about how they have had to conform
around colleagues because of their gender expression and sexual identity but talked about how
their identity has created strength in connecting with students who may be struggling with their
own identity curiosities. Molly emphasizes the importance of authentic representation in the
classroom, but being vigilant of who is watching. The desire to “be yourself” often conflicts with
the need for self-protection due to privacy concerns and potential harmful experiences for

LGBTQ+ people (Fernandez, 2021). This dynamic of balancing personal authenticity with
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societal expectations illustrates Crenshaw’s (1991) idea of intersectionality, where the
convergence of multiple identities creates complex experiences of both oppression and
resilience. For Molly, their non-binary identity both challenges and empowers their teaching
journey.

For Selina, her narrative highlights the dual challenges of transphobia and sexism. Her
journey of self-discovery and transition ranged from support to discrimination both personally
and professionally. Despite growing support for LGBTQ teachers, heteronormativity persists,
particularly affecting transgender educators (Hart & Hart, 2021). Selina talked about how her
experiences of transphobia have outweighed microaggressions of her gender identity, but that
she feels discomfort when she knows that the people she talks to are both judging her for being a
trans woman but also just a woman alone. Crenshaw’s (1991) framework would suggest that
Selina’s experiences of transphobia and sexism cannot be fully understood separately, as they
intersect to form a unique set of challenges that compound her sense of marginalization.
However, Selina talks about how she knows that she is a visible role model for students who are
questioning or exploring their own identities. The presence of a transgender educator can
positively impact school systems by supporting LGBTQ+ students and promoting inclusive
environments (Hart & Hart, 2021).

For Jordyn’s experiences, she brings to light the intersections of sexual orientation and
gender within the education system. Jordyn shares how being an openly lesbian educator in a
predominately conservative area often led to scrutiny of her personal and professional life. Being
an openly out lesbian teacher in a conservative area can be challenging due to heteronormativity
and the risk of homophobia (Wood, 2005). She talks about how she feels undermined as an

educator because of her gender, but she also knows that when people hear that she is a lesbian,
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she can feel some colleagues become uncomfortable around her. Despite these situations she has
undergone, Jordyn talks about how she has found ways to advocate for LGBTQ+ inclusivity.
From leaving the medical field for the educational realm, she highlights how public servants,
although highly appreciated, are still at the forefront of discriminatory effects of legislation and
religion. Jordyn’s experience underscores how sexual orientation and gender norms are often
examined simultaneously, revealing the compounded effects of societal expectations.
Crenshaw’s (1991) concept of intersectionality is evident in how Jordyn’s queer identity interacts
with her gender in ways that impact both her professional role and personal sense of belonging.

From all three perspectives, the theme of the impact of societal norms and the resilience
required to navigate the professional spaces as LGBTQ+ women educators emerges. All three
participants talk about how the tension between authenticity and professional acceptance has
positive and negative effects on their professional and personal lives. Their stories show a shared
commitment to creating more inclusive and affirming spaces for their colleagues and students,
but this effort is emotionally burdensome. Crenshaw’s (1991) intersectionality theory reveals that
these challenges are not simply a product of one identity but are shaped by the overlapping
systems of gender, sexuality, and societal expectations.

Intersecting Personal Identity and Professional Responsibility

The mental health of LGBTQ+ educators in the U.S. South is a critical issue shaped by
the intersection of personal identity and professional responsibility within a socio-political
climate that often fosters marginalization. Almost every participant described how they have felt
heightened levels of stress, anxiety, and burnout, frequently tied to a dual burden of managing
their personal self and authenticity and professional expectations. This duality is usually

intensified in regions where legislation and cultural attitudes often conflict with the identities of
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the participants. It is well known that LGBTQ+ individuals in more conservative regions
experience elevated risks to mental health due to discrimination and social stigmatization
(Meyer, 2003).

A recurring theme that was common amongst most participants was the concept of
“emotional labor” in maintaining a professional persona that downplays their LGBTQ+
identity. The integration of personal and professional identities is crucial for LGBTQ+ educators
and students, requiring supportive environments and inclusive approaches (Craig et al., 2017).
For most, especially those in more conservative areas of the U.S. South, described having to self-
monitor their own speech, dress, and even social media presence to avoid potential backlash
from their colleagues, stakeholders, and administrators. The biggest fear for some of the
participants was the fear of being “outed” in unsupportive environments. Craig et al. (2017)
discusses how the intersectionality of LGBTQ+ identity and professional identity as an educator
can negatively impact identity development if environments are not created as safe spaces for
LGBTQ+ educators. For Selina, she described the time she was outed as trans at work, and
immediately felt a sense of discomfort at her workplace, leading her to leave to another school.
She is now considered “passing” and is able to maintain her identity as a woman, but the
psychological toll of such constant monitoring aligns with the Minority Stress Theory, which
shows how systemic pressures amplify mental health challenges for marginalized groups.

However, despite these challenges, all participants have discussed how their resilience is
fostered by supportive networks, both within and outside the schools they work at. Colleagues
who served as allies provided a sense of belonging and validation, lowering the feelings of
isolation. Also, many are a part of professional learning networks online where they can share

their frustrations and successes with similar educators who may experience the same situations
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as themselves. Robert, who considers himself extremely lucky to be working in a more liberal
area of his state, talks about how he very rarely feels like he is being seen for being a gay man.
He feels that he is seen as an educator, colleague, and friend before anything else. Supportive
environments within schools, consisting of friends, allies, and accepting teachers, can provide a
sense of liberation and support identity expression for LGBTQ+ individuals (Millers & Lewis,
2024). All of this leads to the importance of inclusive support systems that affirm the identities
of LGBTQ+ educators and promote well-being.

Institutional policies and practices also play a pivotal role in shaping the mental health
outcomes of LGBTQ+ educators. Participants talked about the presence or absence of inclusive
workplace policies, such as anti-discrimination laws. Molly and Jordyn talk about how although
they are protected by Title IX, they feel and know that their workplaces would find a way to
dismiss them from their contracts if their sexual orientation or gender expression were to become
a “distraction” at their workplaces. Although Title IX is often associated with protecting women,
it has also been used to protect LGBTQ+ students and men, both as victims of harassment and
those accused of misconduct (Kim, 2023). However, its effectiveness is limited by narrow
interpretations of sex discrimination, and additional legislation explicitly prohibiting
discrimination based on sexual orientation and gender identity is needed (Kimmel, 2016).
Surprisingly, no participant could share explicit campus-level or district-level protections that
were created for safer protections of LGBTQ+ people, especially employees.

The socio-political context of the U.S. South is also a huge factor in the impacts of
mental health for LGBTQ+ educators. Recent legislative efforts targeting LGBTQ+ rights in
education, such as restrictions on curriculum content or teacher expression, were highlighted as

providing some sense of anxiety for the participants. Participants talked about how these
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legislative efforts were not only professional obstacles, but they were also personal attacks on
their own identities. These stressors show how advocacy efforts aimed at combating
discriminatory legislation are necessary in the U.S. South.
Summary of Discussion

LGBTQ+ educators in the U.S. South face a mix of challenges tied to their identities and
professional roles, often shaped by a region that can be unwelcoming. Many participants talked
about feeling stressed, anxious, and burned out as they try to balance their LGBTQ+ identity
with their job expectations, especially in areas where laws and cultural attitudes can be
discriminatory. A key theme was the emotional effort required to hide or downplay their identity
to avoid backlash, although they also found strength in supportive networks, both at work and in
their personal lives. Even with protections like Title X, many participants worried that their
LGBTQ+ identity could still lead to job loss if it was seen as disruptive. The political climate,
with recent laws targeting LGBTQ+ rights, added even more stress, making advocacy and
systemic change crucial for the mental well-being of these educators.
Implications

From the start of my research, | have stood clear with my intentions that this work is to
highlight the voices of those underrepresented and discriminated against in the United States.
Through my findings, | have learned that LGBTQ+ people are stronger than we accredit them
for. A key conclusion drawn from the findings is that while participants demonstrated resilience
in navigating their educational environments, they also faced significant barriers, including
discrimination, fear of retaliation, and self-censorship in the workplace. Additionally, the
presence (or absence) of supportive policies greatly influences their sense of belonging and

commitment to the field of education.
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This work contributes to the existing knowledge base by amplifying the voices of
LGBTQ+ educators, a group that remains underrepresented in educational research, particularly
in the U.S. South. While prior studies have explored LGBTQ+ student experiences, fewer have
examined the professional lives of educators and how policies directly impact their ability to
teach authentically. This research also provides a critical policy analysis, illustrating how
legislation shapes not only the experiences of LGBTQ+ educators but also the broader school
and district cultures. This work emphasizes the urgent need for inclusive policies that protect
educators and foster diverse, accepting learning environments.

Some surprising elements of this work were how many of the proposed anti-LGBTQ+
legislations mostly died and never became laws. This raises a critical awareness for the possible
slow-paced progression of acceptance and tolerance towards LGBTQ+ people and
representation. Another surprising element was how many of the educators, although actively
facing discrimination at a micro or macro level, identify strongly as an educator before anything.
These findings helped me shape my understanding that being an educator is an identity and one
that is taken seriously by those who pursue the profession. All participants know that although
legislation and policies at the state and local level may be against them as individuals, they
understand how their impact on student development outweighs any discriminatory policies
enacted by leaders.

The findings of this study align with much of the existing literature on LGBTQ+
educators, particularly regarding the challenges of navigating restrictive work environments.
Meyer (1995) similarly highlights how fear of retaliation and job insecurity contribute to high
levels of self-censorship. However, this study also presents new insights by examining direct

policy legislation at a granular level, showcasing how legislation has heightened challenges for
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LGBTQ+ educators in the U.S. South. While some literature emphasizes the presence of
supportive networks within schools, my study suggests that such networks are often informal and
dependent on individuals rather than addressing institutional policies. These findings suggest the
need for systemic protection rather than reliance on individual allies.

Suggestions for Future Research

Building on the findings from my study, further research is necessary to deepen our
understanding of the lived experiences of LGBTQ+ educators, particularly those in the U.S.
South as well as the complexities discussed within my work. This dissertation highlights the
unique challenges faced by LGBTQ+ educators in the U.S. South. Further research could expand
this work by exploring regional differences within the South or even the similarities the
experiences of LGBTQ+ educators have gone through with those in other U.S. regions. Through
systemic reviews, the gaps in literature surrounding more diverse samples of transgender, queer,
questioning, and bisexual perspectives (Antonelli & Sembiante, 2022) are needed to understand
the unique perspectives of LGBTQ+ people. Also, looking into how institutional settings, such
as rural vs. urban or public vs. private institutions shape the experiences of LGBTQ+ educators
could provide more meaning to the intersections between geography, institutional culture, and
educator identity.

My findings also highlight the significant influence of policies, ranging from campus-
level guidelines to state-level legislation. Further studies could focus on the impacts of specific
policies, such as those that are anti-LGBTQ+ legislation or inclusive curriculum mandates.
Future research should focus on streamlining LGBTQ terminology, diversifying study samples,
and examining the impacts of LGBTQ curricular inclusion to inform more comprehensive and

effective education policies (Antonelli & Sembiante, 2022). Also, there is a lack of uniformity in

116



sexual education policies across the U.S., with vast variations of LGBTQ+ inclusive curriculum
(Garg & Volerman, 2020). Research could also investigate how educators navigate these policies
in practice, and the ways their experiences differ across political climates.

My research also touched on intersectionality. I believe that further research could dive
deeper into the different intersections of identity. Exploring how being Black and queer or
autistic and queer shapes professional experiences across different school environments could
show more detailed insights. Research is limited when diving into the intersectionality of
LGBTQ+ people who are autistic, but it is also even more limited on people of color who are an
LGBTQ+ person and autistic (Lovelace et al., 2021). If research focused on one intersection at a
time, we could identify challenges faced by individuals with multiple marginalized identities.

The role of visible markers (e.g., symbols like flags) emerged as a significant theme in
my study. Further research could explore how such representations influence school culture,
educator identity, and student perceptions of inclusivity. Despite their benefits surrounding
inclusivity, pride flags in schools have become an issue with attempts to ban them at the state
and local levels of governments. Legal challenges surrounding pride flags intersect with the idea
of parental rights and teacher speech (Eckes, 2024). Investigating the reception of these symbols
among diverse stakeholder groups, such as parents, administrators, school boards, and
community members, might offer some valuable insight into fostering inclusive school
environments.

Lastly, some further research should consider how the experiences of LGBTQ+ educators
compare to those of other marginalized groups within the educational system. Studies on
LGBTQ educators' experiences reveal patterns of fear and self-censorship, emphasizing the need

for more diverse perspectives in research Antonelli & Sembiante, 2022). An example could be
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examining similarities between LGBTQ+ educators and educators with disabilities or educators
from religious minorities to understand the systemic inequalities further. This comparative
approach might also inform more inclusive policies and practices.

Conclusion to the Dissertation

Overall, the findings in my research represent a critical step in understanding the lived
experiences LGBTQ+ people, a singular marginalized group. Further research in understanding
systemic inequalities is not just for academic purposes, but it should be used as a catalyst for
change and reform. As researchers, we must stand in the trenches. It is our sole duty to not only
report our findings but stand alongside those who make our work happen.

This work has strengthened my belief that we must continue to listen to teachers, who are
on the front lines of the rapidly shifting political landscape in the U.S. It demonstrates that
silencing LGBTQ+ educators and students will lead to a future where their erasure undermines
the quality of education that all students deserve. Recent legislation proposed by the Trump
administration is detrimental not only to public education but also to LGBTQ+ people. The
outlook for not just educators, but also for people of color, LGBTQ+ individuals, women,
religious minorities, immigrants, migrants, indigenous communities, and many others, is
increasingly bleak. My research illuminates the importance of acknowledging and embracing our
whole selves and empathically doing so in others. Choosing hate over love will not only harm

those we care about but will also negatively impact future generations.
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project. Announced post-approval monitoring may be performed during the course of this approval

period by URCO staff Injuries, unanticipated problems or adverse events involving risk to subjects or to
others must be reported immediately to the Chair of the IRB and / or the URCO.

Electronically signed by Lisa Rubin on 08/28/2024 4:09 PM ET

203 Fairchild Hall, 1601 Yartier St Manhattan, K5 66506 | T85-532-3224 | fax 785-532-3278 | comgly@k-stateadu

134



Appendix B - IRB Consent Form

quFESnS;.TﬁE Institutional Review Board (IRB)
Informed Consent Form

complyialk-state. edu | TRS-532-3224

University Research

Compliance (O1fMice

PROJECT TITLE:

| Understanding the Lived Experiences of LGBTO#+ Educators

PROJECT APPROVAL | august PROJECT EXPIRATION | June LENGTH OF 2
DATE: 2024 DATE: 2027 STUDY: maonths

PRINCIPAL INVESTIGATOR: | David Coronado

CO-INVESTIGATOR(S): | Dr. Angela Kraemer-Holland

o . . re, | Coronadod@ksu.edu
CONTACT DETAILS FOR PROBLEMS/QUESTIONS: 1832} 726-9522

Lisa Rubin, Chair, Committee on Research Involving Human Subjects,
203 Fairchild Hall, Kansas State University, Manhattan, K5 66506,
IRE CHAIR CONTACT INFORMATION: (785) 532-3224; Brad Woods, Associate Vice President for Research
Compliance, 203 Fairchild Hall, Kansas State University, Manhattan,
KS 65506, (785) 532-3224.

PROJECT SPONSOR: [m/a

PURPOSE OF THE RESEARCH:

In this study, | am looking at the main challenges LGBTO+ educators face and how these challenges affect their
feelings of belonging and their ability to do their jobs well. Many LGBTO+ people in the workplace often find
themselves having to “come out™ repeatedly or facing discrimination, fear of losing their job, or a lack of respect. On
the other hand, having supportive experiences, especially from higher-ups who acknowledge their contributions, can
make a big difference. I'm interested in understanding both the positive and negative experiences of LGBTO+
educators because there's not a lot of research on how they feel in the education field. I've noticed that LGETO+
emplovees often stay in their jobs for a shorter time compared to their heterosexual colleagues. This raises gquestions
about why they might not feel as though they truly belong in some workplaces. | am also looking to explore the
culture and atmosphere in K-12 schools and how welcoming they are to LGETO+ educators.

PROCEDURES OR METHODS TO BE USED:

As a participant, you will veluntarily agree to consent via the first face-to-face meeting or via Zoom. You will undergo
three interviews, each spanning from 60 minutes to 120 minutes max to respect the time of the participant.

In addition, | may ask you to clarify something you said at the previous interview to be sure that | understood you
correctly. This will invalve three follow-up interviews. These will each be 30 minutes. The follow-up interviews will
occur directly before the second interview, directly before the third interview, and one week after the third interview
{this follow-up interview will require a separate meeting, Zoom session, or phone call).

All interviews will be audio-recorded to help with coding and collecting data. The audio-recorded interviews will be

kept in a password-safe vault on the researcher’s computer. Please understand that your recordings will later be
transcribed for data collection.

135



IRB Informed Consent Template Form Page |2

If you choose to participate on a Zoom call for the interview, you have the choice to keave your camera on or off
during the interview. However, the interview will still be audio recorded. As a participant, you do have the right to
stop any recordings or intérviews at any time.

During the first interview, you will also bring artifacts that are not widely publicly known to allow the researcher to
complete an artifact analysis. You will speak on behalf of their artifact(s) that they bring to provide a deaper
understanding of the document. The document analysis will correlate between your experiences as an LGBTO+
identity and being an educator in the Southwest. These artifacts can include the following: emails, organization
posters, observation feedback, meeting documents, ete. These artifacts will be collected during the first inkerview (or
around the time of the first interview for those being interviewed remotely), photocopied after the first interview
segment, and returned at or before the third interview.

RISKS OR DISCOMFORTS ANTICIPATED:

During this study, you may find yourself uncomfortable speaking about your sexual orientation. Another risk includes
an employment risk as your pseudonym information could be identifiable by an employer.

BENEFITS ANTICPATED:

As a participant, your willingness to be a part of the study will help identify the culture and atmasphere of PK-12
educational institutions and their acceptance of LGBTO+ educators.

EXTENT OF CONFIDENTIALITY:

All identities of participants in this study are kept confidential to ensure there are no positive or negative
repercussions of responses. Participants will have the opportunity to choose their own pseudonyms. If they do not
elect one, the researcher will assign one for them. All identifiers for locations, places, and participant identities will be
remaved.

The information or biospecimens that will be collected as part of this research will not be shared with any other
investigators.

Terms of participation: | understand this project is research, and that my participation is volontary. 1 also
understand that if | decide to participate in this study, | may withdraw my consent at any time, and stop
participating at any time without explanation, penalty, or loss of benefits, or academic standing to which 1 may
otherwise be entitled.

I verify that my signature below indicates that 1 have read and understand this consent form, and willingly agree
to participate in this stndy under the terms deseribed, and that my signatore acknowledges that | have received
4 signed and dated copy of this consent form.

(Remember that it is a reguirement for the P.L. to maintain a signed and dated copy of the same consent form
signed and kept by the participant).

PARTICIPANT NAME:

PARTICIPANT SIGNATURE: DATE:

WITNESS TO SIGNATURE:

{(PROJECT STAFF) DATE:
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Appendix C - Recruitment Infographic

QUALIFICATIONS:

If you are:

ﬂ A public educator who identifies as LGBTQ+

¥| Able to participate in four interviews
ranging from 30-90 minutes

This dissertation study is to
understand the primary challenges
of LGBTQ+ educators and how those
challenges play a role in their sense
of belonging and professional
efficacy.
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Appendix D - Interview Guide

Life History

1. What was schooling like for you growing up?

2. Tell me about your school's culture and climate growing up.

3. What made you decide that you wanted to become a teacher?

4. How would you describe the level of inclusion in your schools?

= With regard to sexuality?

5. How did you perceive your identity around your peers in school?

6. When did you know that your sexual identity and/or gender expression was different from your
peers?

Details of Experience

1. Tell me about the level of inclusion (both positive and negative) you've experienced in your
professional settings.

o How receptive have your schools, admin, colleagues, students, parents, and other
stakeholders been in your professional experience regarding your sexuality?

2. How do you believe your schooling has influenced how you teach/lead?

o What factors from when you were younger influenced the environment you created for
all students as well as well as LGETO+ students?

3. How have your experiences as an LGBTO+ educator impacted the way you view the educational
system in your state?

4. What have discussions been like around LGBTO+ education policies in your state, and in the US?

5. I'mwondering if you are familiar with the “No Promo Homao" law. What do you {or your
colleagues/admin) know about this law?

6. “Anumber of states explicitly prohibit the positive portrayal of homosexuality in schools
through specific education laws, often referred to as “no promo homoe” laws because they
mandate “no promotion of homosexuality.”. “Among these laws, some simply stipulate a
restriction of any representation of homosexuality, and some actively stipulate a restriction on
positive representations, meaning that one could teach about homosexuality but anly in a
negative manner.”. Has such a mandate ever impacted the way you teach or even present
yourself? Alsa, how does this law, if at all, impact LGETO+ students and educators in states
where this is mandated?

7. What other policies or issues have you and your colleagues been talking about**? (National
landscape, etc.)

8. How have your experiences shaped your thinking around continuing to work in the field of

education?
= Hawe any of your experiences lowered or heightened your sense of belonging ?
& Hawe any of your experiences lowered or heightened your professional efficacy in the
work you da?

Reflection on Meaning

L

What advice would you provide to pre-service educators worried that their sexuality will be
discriminated against in the field of education?
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What advice would you provide to current educators who are warried about discrimination
while working in the field of education?

What, if any, changes should be looked at to make educational workplaces more inclusive to
LGBTO+ educators?

How do you see progress, if any, being made in relation to the inclusivity of LGETO+ educators
and students in schools?

Do you have any other advice you would like to provide to struggling LGBTO+ educators or to
district/state leaders that controd laws and rules regarding LGETO+ discussion/inclusivity in
schools?

What advice would you provide pre-service educators in this area of the country?
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Appendix E - Documents List

Alabama House Bill 130 (2024). Retrieved October 29, 2024, from PEN America Index of
Educational Gag Orders.

Alabama Senate Bill 129 (2024). Retrieved October 29, 2024, from PEN America Index of
Educational Gag Orders.

Alabama House Bill 7 (2023). Retrieved October 29, 2024, from PEN America Index of
Educational Gag Orders.

Arizona Senate Bill 1380 (2024). Retrieved October 29, 2024, from PEN America Index of
Educational Gag Orders.

Arizona House Bill 2759 (2024). Retrieved October 29, 2024, from PEN America Index of
Educational Gag Orders.

Arizona House Bill 2189 (2023). Retrieved October 29, 2024, from PEN America Index of
Educational Gag Orders.

Arizona Senate Bill 1700 (2023). Retrieved October 29, 2024, from PEN America Index of
Educational Gag Orders.

Arizona House Bill 2458 (2023). Retrieved October 29, 2024, from PEN America Index of
Educational Gag Orders.

Arkansas Senate Bill 294 (2023). Retrieved October 29, 2024, from PEN America Index of
Educational Gag Orders.

Florida House Bill 1069 (2023). Retrieved October 29, 2024, from PEN America Index of
Educational Gag Orders.

Florida House Bill 1223 (2023). Retrieved October 29, 2024, from PEN America Index of
Educational Gag Orders.

Georgia Senate Bill 532 (2024). Retrieved October 29, 2024, from PEN America Index of
Educational Gag Orders.

Kentucky Senate Bill 102 (2023). Retrieved October 29, 2024, from PEN America Index of
Educational Gag Orders.

Kentucky Senate Bill 150 (2023). Retrieved October 29, 2024, from PEN America Index of
Educational Gag Orders.
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15) Louisiana House Bill 122 (2024). Retrieved October 29, 2024, from PEN America Index of
Educational Gag Orders.

16) Louisiana House Bill 466 (2023). Retrieved October 29, 2024, from PEN America Index of
Educational Gag Orders.

17) Missouri House Bill 1739 (2024). Retrieved October 29, 2024, from PEN America Index of
Educational Gag Orders.

18) Missouri Senate Bill 1024 (2024). Retrieved October 29, 2024, from PEN America Index of
Educational Gag Orders.

19) Missouri Senate Bill 728 (2024). Retrieved October 29, 2024, from PEN America Index of
Educational Gag Orders.

20) Missouri House Bill 165 (2023). Retrieved October 29, 2024, from PEN America Index of
Educational Gag Orders.

21) Missouri Senate Bill 134 (2023). Retrieved October 29, 2024, from PEN America Index of
Educational Gag Orders.

22) Missouri House Bill 634 (2023). Retrieved October 29, 2024, from PEN America Index of
Educational Gag Orders.

23) Oklahoma House Bill 3135 (2024). Retrieved October 29, 2024, from PEN America Index
of Educational Gag Orders.

24) Oklahoma Senate Bill 1983 (2024). Retrieved October 29, 2024, from PEN America Index
of Educational Gag Orders.

25) Oklahoma House Bill 3120 (2024). Retrieved October 29, 2024, from PEN America Index
of Educational Gag Orders.

26) Oklahoma Senate Bill 1017 (2023). Retrieved October 29, 2024, from PEN America Index
of Educational Gag Orders.

27) Oklahoma Senate Bill 937 (2023). Retrieved October 29, 2024, from PEN America Index of
Educational Gag Orders.

28) Oklahoma House Bill 2546 (2023). Retrieved October 29, 2024, from PEN America Index
of Educational Gag Orders.

29) Oklahoma Senate Bill 973 (2023). Retrieved October 29, 2024, from PEN America Index of
Educational Gag Orders.
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30) Oklahoma Senate Bill 30 (2023). Retrieved October 29, 2024, from PEN America Index of
Educational Gag Orders.

31) Oklahoma Senate Bill 866 (2023). Retrieved October 29, 2024, from PEN America Index of
Educational Gag Orders.

32) South Carolina House Bil 3827 (2023). Retrieved October 29, 2024, from PEN America
Index of Educational Gag Orders.

33) Texas House Bill 1155 (2023). Retrieved October 29, 2024, from PEN America Index of
Educational Gag Orders.

34) Texas House Bill 1541 (2023). Retrieved October 29, 2024, from PEN America Index of
Educational Gag Orders.

35) Texas House Bill 631 (2023). Retrieved October 29, 2024, from PEN America Index of
Educational Gag Orders.

36) Texas Senate Bill 8 (2023). Retrieved October 29, 2024, from PEN America Index of
Educational Gag Orders.

37) Texas Senate Bill 393 (2023). Retrieved October 29, 2024, from PEN America Index of
Educational Gag Orders.
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