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MINDY HALL

N THIS CHAPTER, I DISCUSS MY COMMITMENT, as my district’s

. ational /multicultural coordinator and a teacher, to facilitating

; mtem of LGBTQ issues in public school, the resistance I have encoun-

Zl::ziﬂilntytalking with teachers, the teachable moments I have seized, and
e

the role of community in this work. Finally, I reflect on where my district
is, where I see it going, and why.

Addressing LGBTQ Issues in Schools

It was spring 2008 and the school day had just ended. After a busy morn-
ing of doing research, making contacts, and taking care of daily business
as my district’s international /multicultural coordinator, followed by an
afternoon teaching 2nd grade, I was preparing to leave for a local asso-
ciation meeting that, as president, I would be running. The meeting was
scheduled to begin in less than 15 minutes so I knew I had to gather my
belongings and head out the door. Just as I was grabbing my coat and bag
Iooked up and noticed a 6th-grade boy standing outside my multicultur-
al office reading a poster that I had hung up earlier in the school year. “No
homophobic remarks spoken here,” it said. The young man popped his
head into the doorway of my room. “What are homophobic remarks?” he

asked of no one in particular. My eyes opened wide, certainly making me

dppear more alert and awake than I felt at that point in the day. I quickly
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away from the do.or and toward m Vigy,
sHow am I going to handle thi );'teac :
. Vied don’t have time for this ri S}'\
ided m_\'svlt' almost immediately, knOWingIt Now,” | t race(i
o make excuses would violate QVerYthEUSt I\swought
an educator. A simple explanation ca 8 I stoq € thg
me to Me_ « ’Or as

both a pers .
calling gomeone gay,” [ said. Oh,” he responded with a :
quick p o S likg

head and \mlkcd away.

Although 1 recognize

not constitute a homopho

when used by S
all words referring t

this reason, My resp

its clarity, @ good one.
Addressing L GBTQ issues in school is daunting. Howey
e are there t0 provide information to all our students €T, as edyc,.
fortable sharing the knowledge or not ’I‘t'v.he.ther We
students the information they seek. or ;feimltfra-
P them

discover it. By responding to the 6th-grade student with an “I
time for this” comment Or attitude, I would have not only o don’t haye
for him to ask the question of someone who might have I:;:ed the door
misinformation but I would have also devalued this youn wered with
knowledge he sought. The simple fact that I have this poitrenan. and the
in such a prominent place implies that not only is it a messa Ly
share with students, parents, and staff, but it is also one thatgf :HVIVant ;o

reaay

and willing to discuss.
When it comes to being strai

verted M) gaze

a
A l|lUll}l|‘t~

that the term gay, in and of itself

bic remark, I also know from ’ Certainlyd

tudents in this school setting, it is ho “XPerience
mophObiC. Ind at

o homosexuality are typically used
as put-dg
WNs R

onse to his uestion se .
q emed sufficient and, pec, . For
{ u
of

tors, W
feel completely com
tive that we either give

ghtforward and talking about matters

related to LGBTQ issues with elementary-aged students, I h
bec?n willing to discuss, intervene, and answer questions, I kr?ve iLWays
dom.g this T am taking a risk. After all, there are no harél-and?zv ra:lln
or d1recti9ns explaining how to do this. I do know, however, th::tnot :
Zae)r’\ tasna);teh;ng,' whether it be in re.sponse to a question, a dis;ussion stu-
g Certahﬂ;v;lgr:r t}al hoTnophc.)blc remark, is the biggest injustice of all.I
g at, in having these conversations and embarking on
e moments, parents, colleagues, and administrators might

question my judgment. This is a risk I am willing to take. Throughout
ut how and

the 2 i

wﬁy(; if(::;lr}s1 of my teaching career, questions have arisen abo

modiﬁcat'c feadmg and writing the way of behavicr
ion in my classroom, and why I rarely assign

I do, the absence

seats to my young
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jents: Thes€ me%?“?“"‘l‘ ’ct\‘”i(": l m,akc o solidly grounded in re-
ud¢ Cducdﬁ‘mal phi om.)p 1ies, anc what. I believe to be best for students
searflb ~ lassroom environment, teaching, and assessment stratee: .
Thus: n 3 Jecisions [ make as a teacher can be defended and expl gies
and oth‘tq roblem. | do not see these incidences as threatening Ejt'f:td
w o:iti‘es o share why | d(? what I do. The same goes for diS’Cussi(;ﬁ;
Poﬂ“ ding lesbian and gay issues. :
su“;::: example; during a discussion with a (noneducator) friend about
essing homosexuality in the <.:lassroom, she expressed shock and con-
| AWhy would you ever c?n51der teaching about sex to 7- and 8-year-
cef“:?” he asked. My head swirled with disappointment. “I'm not talking
; Oldg;t cex,. I told her. “I'm talking about relationships.” I went on to say
:h at heterosexuality. is tatrlgl}t in schools on a regular basis. I explained
that ma'mstream chllc?ren s literature features heterosexual relationships,
ency forms typically ask for the mother and father’s names (thank-
in my district, that is no longer the case), and female teachers often
ve photos of their husbands or boyfriends on their desks. Heterosexual-
5 the norm, is implicitly and explicitly taught in our classrooms and
“How does this reality affect the child who has two moms or two
dads? What does it do to the student struggling with his or her own sexual
identity? What about the lesbian teacher who wants to display framed
pictures of her partner on her desk? One of the most important roles of our
ools is to create safe spaces for students. Not only are many schools not
safe for LGBTQ students and students whose parents are LGBTQ, I will go
50 far as to say that teachers and administrators who do not teach about
or discuss issues related to homosexuality create unsafe environments for

these students.

Pink TiGers

Powerful incidents, such as the one described above, and ones I describe
later in this chapter, led me to the Pink TIGers. I was eager to have pro-
fessional discussions with others who were combating homophobia and
heterosexism in school settings. I was interested to find out how these
educators, in various surrounding school districts and university set-
tings, dealt with resistance, embraced teachable moments as they oc-
curred, and included lessons and literature related to sexuality in their
teaching practices. Were there LGBT-themed units that they knew about
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that 1 could introduce to my district? Was anybody aw,

that had included | GBTQ issues and literature in the elem:,e of istl’iq

curricula? Although the answers to these questions are stillnta e 007

monthly meetings with the group have been very helpfy] ;t large the

introduced to many resources. Books have been Purchased' fotat;e een
€ high

and books were
Purchaseq ¢
Or the

school library. vamnnu'ndcd DVDs

multicultural resource room.

Realities of Including LGBTQ Issues in the Classrgq
m

s a participant in a multicultural seminar in my district

portunity to watch and then discuss It’s Elemrlwas
(Cohen & Chasnoff, 1997). The film documents curriculum-driven | entq

and inclusive of, sexuality in elementary and :SZZII'S

e

and units focused on,
displays educators facilitating and reflectn
g

school classrooms. The video
lesbi - :
on lesbian and gay-themed lessons. Students are shown bramStOmﬁng’

discussing, questioning, and commenting on topics rarely talked abouyt ;
the Annotated Bibliography of this b :okl;‘

classroom settings (see entry in
At the time, the segment that focused on a 3rd-grade homosexuality uni
had the greatest impact on me as a teacher of 8- and 9-year-olds. In :
whole-class setting, the teacher began the unit by encouraging students tz
brainstorm all they knew or had heard about the topic. Without judgment
the teacher asked for clarification when needed but all thoughts Shared’
were included on the growing web at the front of the classroom. This les-
for my own classroom. Could I actually teach a

son gave me possibilities
similar unit in my school district? I wasn’t so sure. If, in fact, I were to plan

such a unit, would I have to get administrative permission to teach it?
Those questions have crept in and out of my mind for many years now.
As my district’s international/multicultural coordinator, I implement
the school district’s international / multicultural education program
through one-on-one work with teachers (lesson/unit planning, teach-
ing resources, professional development plans), teaching a four-part
seminar series (for college credit) to educators in the district, dissemi-
nating articles/ readings on culturally relevant teaching practices and
current events related to diversity, leading the district’s international/
multicultural literature discussion for staff (4 times a year), and collabo-
rating with the curriculum director to infuse culturally relevant teaching
throughout the district’s curriculum (K-12). In this position, which I've

Years ago, a
given a priceless op



7Q Issues in Public Schools 107

ve had the opporlunity to show It’s Elementary
lleagues: During the summer of 2008, after (mv. such
pee! g of my Co. id sCould I teach a unit like one seen here in my
. cher ac 19drwith a2 “No, it’s doubtful.” I went on to explain
yie som’ 2 ; [ have been struggling with for years, the desire
s g UL 2 s related to homosexuality as part of a classroom

this .+ Jesson . i
e e ‘ 1SS1 nd I am fairly certain
0 teach = = would first have to seek permission, a y

X ow

9006, 1 ha

it denie . - ; P
i would bed = teach such a unit, grounded in §tatfe stan(.iar(.is and dis
o freedo oes not even seem to be the reality in a district such as

: curricula’ ms have been purged of heteronormativity;

r
E where er.neri‘;:;‘ Cl}llaf;e was included in the recently adopted district
e OI%entan(l)iIz : agd a2 committee of educators, parents, and students
ybullyng i hzllate 1990s) to view LGBTQ literature and resources to
as created (I7 ; library collections. Ina district whose multicultural

.1 school
inch{de:llges‘felopment program was established in 1990 and, from the
sion

¥ included sexuality under its “multicultural umbrella,”.I am con-
" d saddened that more headway has not been made with regard
= an formally about LGBTQ issues. If not here, where? If not now,

to teaghmg here and now, why?
when? If not Der , h s

As the multicultural coordinator, what power do I ave to make dis
rictwide changes? Although I try to r.nake dlstnctw.nde chang.e through
11l components of my job, I most consistently do so in the seminar series
by showing films such as It’s Elementary (Cohen .& Chasnoff, 1997) and 20
straws (Gjestvang, 2006)—a documentary featuring teenagers to 20-some-
thing-year-olds talking honestly about their experiences as LGBTQ young
people in local area schools (see entries in the Annotated Bibliography of
this book). Sadly, though, the number of educators affected by these films
is very small because taking part in the international/multicultural pro-
fessional development seminars is completely voluntary.

In an attempt to include sexuality as part of a diversity and equi-
ty discussion with colleagues, the international/multicultural district
committee shared an article, “20 (Self-) Critical Things I Will Do to Be a
More Equitable Educator” (Gorski, 2003), with my teaching staff. Several
:::at?sh e:;rlier I had run across this piece (edchange.org) while doing
Comm(;tt.e : ‘(;V:S. godmoved Py it .that I shared it with the committee. The
inall five buﬂfl(;i; St-h a:}:hls.art.lde shoulc.l b(.e share.ad With staff members
Pottive and i gdiz:el e district. My bulld.mg principal was f]uite sup-

y scheduled a teaching colleague of mine (also a

profes
5
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longtime member of the international/ multicultyra] distes
to run an upcoming monthly after-school staff meetin fict com
the Gorski article. & Centerg
Bocause the staff was known to be vocal, I felt certain g,
would be open, honest, and productive. The discussjon atco
as centering classroom discussions around students and
reflecting on how a teacher’s identity affects the way he
ences others, and understanding the relationship between :
pact was, for the most part, strained and awkward, | walntent ang jp,
under-the-breath, but loud-enough-to-be-heard, Comments Sh0cked.
a colleague saying that diversity education should be a reSWas Made p,
parents, not schools. At one point a staff member brought uPonslbili of
homosexuality being discussed in the classroom. Many tead?ethe topic of
et. One or two posed their opposition to just such a lesson, b - ke t qui-
or a teachable moment. Two or three of us were quite V;cae]l-t Planneg
the importance of just such dialogue in the school Setting Thm Statin
line, I said to my colleagues, is that this has nothing to do .witlf bo,ﬁom
or politics but the safety and knowledge acquisition of all stu dentzehgion
seems that many educators cannot separate the religious piece fr - But it
classroom. Many don’t seem to realize or understand the import::l the
infusing sexuality in one’s teaching. Including race, religion, and ¢ u;le of
is becoming more mainstream in curriculum development and classr;ur ¢
teaching, but the inclusion of LGBTQ issues, sadly, is still considere d(:)IPf

limits to many.

Verga
on to -

PiCs S
their inte Uch
rests,

Or she Xper

Teachable Moments

Constructed curricula inclusive of LGBTQ issues do not exist in many (if
any) public school districts in the Central Ohio area. However, that should
not preclude the opportunity to take advantage of teachable moments.
Excellent educators know that these diversions from original lesson plans
often provide the most powerful and meaningful learning of all. But what
if these paths take us down roads some see as “bad,” “evil,” or irrelevant?
When the words gay or lesbian are used in the elementary school setting,
how is it handled? Do teachers choose to ignore homophobic remarks? Do
they make up excuses for not answering questions or discussing Coml.l1ents
about LGBTQ people generated by students? I had such an experience.
What it taught me was that even though these situations seem complex
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f 1GBTQ Issue
I
f‘;d’”atmg v really are not. AS a1 ed‘.lca'.m | must be responsive to
scult tht,1 ~oncerns stud'ents are bringing to lh'e classroom. To do
;\d ¢ 1:{‘0“5 :-mtw 4o them a dlsseerCt.?. To ('10 anyth.mg else is to cheat
o qq:‘g Jse 18 3 valuable and pertlnent‘ information. To do anything
e :‘;uﬂ y Pe.o}lr Jents in the eyes and lie.
ky° « 2004 and my 3rd-grade students were involved

) ) ' .
17 jate C:artistica"}' expressing themselves in response to an as-

S
Vo2 an —urrent unit of study. As is often the case in my

e g to our -

ot 112 g 4r-related conversations ensued. Functioning as a
ift"%ml ngn o, 1 was working on my own unique project using the
ot at tiS per pencﬂ, crayons, and watercolors. Sitting with sev-
,;65"5 10015 1 table, back toward the window, facing the classroom
k- atd part from the surrounding conversations.
my tablemates as 1 did on the other students in their

] oot [Wa " hon

1 ‘O&Sed as mu = scattered throughout my classroom.

, ected 8 tﬁe gas priceS-" uFe wants to make America safer.” “He’s

sple st~ ol #]'m voting for...” beganto bombard me from all
esb - hurled from an automatic pitching

to make contact with this barrage

them to fly off in all directions,

of misinformation and half truths soaring through t}.1e air.
' y avoided the topic of the upcoming presidential
pd B . [ was far t00 passionate about it to lead an objective
fion with mY 3. and 9-year-old public school students.

.o all chitchat to cease, all artistic expression
e need to talk about the upcom-
oment had arrived; 1 could either go with
1 walked into the hall, quickly return-
3 sheet of paper. | pinned it to the front board and wrote:
- “Whatwe think we know about George W. Bush and John Kerry,” making
~ atwo-columned chart, purposefully writing the president’s name first, in
_Jnattempt to conceal my prejudices.
~ Students returned to working on their projects, raising their hands if
- and when they had something to contribute to the chart. As secretary,
- wrote the words just as they were spoken, much like the teacher in If's
 Elementary (Cohen & Chasnoff, 1997). When all ideas had been generated,
 Ibegan to discuss each in turn.
~ “President Bush doesn’t want gay peop

_ Je to get married,” 1 read to the
1 dlass. This was Mark’s comment. Good for Mar

k. I noticed a few students
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ats; others pocl-cd around the room uncomforta},

others con
I imagincd several students asking

ain both Bush’s and Kerry’s positions on gay marria
y students knew what it meant to be gay, Agel-ln .
giggles and surprised expressions, I dove jn ]’i']‘(ld S0me
can plunging into ocean water for a tasty fish. “To be g2y mea n:ape“_
another man or if you're a woman you Joye antha}: if

ot er

aman you love
same way some of your moms and dads love each
ch othe -

;voman in the
“Oohs” seeped out of the quietness like tooth

Expressionful

out of an almost empty tube of toothpaste.
“That's gross!” “That's sick!”
“Why?” I asked.

Nobody seemed to have an answer.
[ continued in what seemed a different direction, t
, 1O ea 3
se the tenSIOn

and confusion some of my students were exhibiting. “How man
know 3rd graders who are excellent readers? They knew how to Y of you
fore they started kindergarten and can now read really hard stuff rIe:d be-
they were born ready to read.” Many hands shot up. “How man. ol
know talented soccer players who can play the game more e r};10f you
others at their same age?” Several kids nodded; others raised xtgz })" fn
“How many of you recognize gifted artists, kids who just have thl:s oy
ing ability to draw?” i

#1 ike Olivia and Aaron,” somebody said.

“Do you agree that people are born with certain traits?” I questioned

Again, there was agreement either through expressions or words, “
you're a talented singer, artist, athlete, or writer, is it by choic e
you born to be this way?” I inquired. There were mutterings buit(;f =
sensus was that, yes, indeed, one was born with certain gifts’or ual(; fOn-
“Gay people are born gay,” 1 proclaimed. “It’s not a choice Tc}lle ; eS;
necessarily know it when they're young, but at some point th;e reaz’lizm?t
Some of you seem to think it’s weird or gross. [ have to tell ou}t'h tIhe 3
flnan.y good friends, both men and women, who are gay.” Serris:d locill:,se
fT;glk about @s—what if, at some point, you discover that a friend or.
amily rnlember is gay? Do you say, ‘Ooh, sick!” and abandon them? Or do

you say, ‘It doesn’t matter ‘cause they’re still the same person I've ;ilwa s

knolx;rn and loved?’” Silence filled the space around us. :
- mooked abround th.e room, realizing it was probably time to step down
y soapbox. Curiously, however, I noticed one little boy who was

tinued with their work, “Hgy, ly, S0me
S she
8

O~

eir se
floor, and
is one?”

shifting in th
looked at the

ing to handle th

To exp!
ed to be cert
S 3rd-gmdv

ain m

nervou

you're
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apot from where he had been when |

J
"1 L ‘r(‘ \ : R 2 (‘rhl(‘ rr“{ ,,' ;
ke, difte O il in the same blue chair. However, instead of SeT-
080 he W 1. about 12 feet away f ad of being
4t b VS cof M desk, ab( away from where | was o ,.
, [ : ¢ any
o i ro! o directly to my right, approximately 3 feet away
A Vas :
'ﬂ‘ . .l

i x{ i < aht attracted this young man to me like metal to
. . d
08y 129 i it happe” that he slowly narrowed the gap between us
o How > Had 1 sent him the message, “I'm an ally,” “I am safe “l
' e. B ’

at pot! v eryone is not the same, and I value the differences?”

’ 2 " ”
ata® 1 relocation 2 silent “Thank you?
si

i phY [ de scribed that bf?ing gay is not a choice, it truly isn’t as
W Althoug ¢, Taking into consideration that I was working with 8- and
le 83 :n'd Lnowing that homosexuality is o.ften portrayed as a choice
slse), ] wanted my students to realize that there is more to it

inan tha\t;e > dents present for tt.lis conversati.on grow older, will some
As messages remembering that early in their school career there
who was usafe”? That there was a teacher who respected
was @ e = different? That there was an adult in their past who knew
oay, lesbian, b1.sexu-al,.or transger.ldef is virtually the same as
that © with artistic, linguistic, or athletic gifts? The follow-up docu-
peind bOrt‘; Its Elementary, It's Still Elementary (Chasnoff & Chen, 2007),
men ar); ihey will (se€ entry in the Annotated Bibliography of this book).
su as there packlash form this teachable moment? No. Had there been, I
a fortable and confident holding my own ground explaining what I
was COI;‘ Taaid it and how the teachable moment presented itself. | have
salgrt‘;es}; explanatory discussions with colleagues many times over the
hzarS- There is not always agreement, but theref isa \.Nillingness to listen.
Simple choices send tl'1e message of safety in qulet., understated ways
that are clear and recognizable to students. Posters displaying messages
of inclusion, posted quotations of people from many cultural groups, art-
work that captures images of respect and tolerance, literature written or
lustrated by and for a variety of groups, and symbols on visible stickers
and buttons need to be purposefully and prominently displayed in our
school, classrooms, and offices. If nothing else, this alone lets others know
who you are and what you stand for.
Although many might argue that elementary-age children are far
too young to know their sexual identity and to be exposed to informa-
tion about LGBTQ people and issues, and are not even interested, I beg to

differ. Children are much more sophisticated in their thinking than some
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H\ll‘l\t dAssume. | I‘('\' S (‘('k (\llt l[lltl]’ (]'O ()}’ y

| and Willip
various perspectives, and are often aware of What jg in the rned'rn about
la

ing safe spaces for all students must be a priority for teache
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Community

[n spring 2007,. Kristen, one of the }.ligh school’s Suidance -

contacted me, interested in information about LGBTQ People uns‘*lOrs,
housed in the district multicultural resource center, as well ag o that Wag
about high school gay-straight alliances (GSAs). She said thag :HnaﬁOn
had come to her wanting to start a GSA and asked her to be the o :.mdent
addition, this student had recently come out as being gay himselg I‘(Sr(.:. In
was hoping to have young adult literature and resources g ¢ : t.en
this young man but, as a new counselor to the district, foung the LG‘]’S";th
resources in her office limited to a few old pamphlets, Severa] o Q
occurred during the spring, setting the foundation for the GSA thag 0gfs
ficially began in fall 2007. I was included in these planning stages, o Wa;
a local youth center leader who heads up a facility that helps to creyt e safe
environments for LGBTQ teenagers. Additionally, I inviteq Kristen o ,
Pink TIGers meeting. She has been a part of the group ever since. With
expertise and experience of Pink TIGer GSA advisors, the GSA has createg
a mission statement and received valuable advice about dealing with o},
stacles faced by other local GSAs. The monthly discussions not only haye
led Kristen to important decisions with regard .to advising the high schoo]
student group, but also have provided h.er with ways that stt.ldents can
get involved outside the district. Information abogt teen book discussions,
and copies of the necessary books, ha.lve bee.n P.rov1ded to those teens seek-
ing to get involved. Community-wide activities for LGBTQ youth have

been shared with Kristen through Pink TIGers meetings as well.

Conclusion

Does the existence of a GSA open doors for LGBTQ-.them;;dt I:Zlnsisaig
discussions to become realities in classrooms? At thli pf(;i ce’administra-
way of knowing. Given the support of several centra orogram’ e
tors, the existence of a district multicultural education p
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fies “iddle b en the discussions that transpire
» M Giv

L glow:

A1 be ting (mentioned earlier in thig
will ol staff mii the district curriculum direc
i
ad W

qve | licit teaching about LGBTQ 1Ssues
en exp

ver, th
durin a
chapter)
tor, |

under the multicultural
ince the inception of the district's int Iticultyr]
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