University of

'Sl Kent Academic Repository

Le, Chloe, Phan, Anh Ngoc Quynh and Munro, Tatianna (2026) Queering through
a highly gendered profession: A multimedia autoethnography of a non-binary
teacher. Pedagogy, Culture & Society . ISSN 1747-5104.

Downloaded from
https://kar.kent.ac.uk/113184/ The University of Kent's Academic Repository KAR

The version of record is available from
https://doi.org/10.1080/14681366.2026.2620507

This document version
Publisher pdf

DOI for this version

Licence for this version
CC BY-NC-ND (Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives)

Additional information

Versions of research works

Versions of Record
If this version is the version of record, it is the same as the published version available on the publisher's web site.
Cite as the published version.

Author Accepted Manuscripts

If this document is identified as the Author Accepted Manuscript it is the version after peer review but before type
setting, copy editing or publisher branding. Cite as Surname, Initial. (Year) ‘Title of article'. To be published in Title
of Journal , Volume and issue numbers [peer-reviewed accepted version]. Available at: DOI or URL (Accessed: date).

Enquiries

If you have questions about this document contact ResearchSupport@kent.ac.uk. Please include the URL of the record
in KAR. If you believe that your, or a third party's rights have been compromised through this document please see

our Take Down policy (available from https://www.kent.ac.uk/guides/kar-the-kent-academic-repository#policies).



https://kar.kent.ac.uk/113184/
https://doi.org/10.1080/14681366.2026.2620507
mailto:ResearchSupport@kent.ac.uk
https://www.kent.ac.uk/guides/kar-the-kent-academic-repository#policies
https://www.kent.ac.uk/guides/kar-the-kent-academic-repository#policies

£} Routledge

-1 Taylor &Francis Group

Pedagogy, .
ekl Pedagogy, Culture & Society

Society

a fou ucatio
discussion and debate

ISSN: 1468-1366 (Print) 1747-5104 (Online) Journal homepage: www.tandfonline.com/journals/rpcs20

Queering through a highly gendered profession:
a multimedia autoethnography of a non-binary
teacher

Chloe Le, Anh Ngoc Quynh Phan & Tatianna Munro

To cite this article: Chloe Le, Anh Ngoc Quynh Phan & Tatianna Munro (12 Feb 2026): Queering
through a highly gendered profession: a multimedia autoethnography of a non-binary teacher,
Pedagogy, Culture & Society, DOI: 10.1080/14681366.2026.2620507

To link to this article: https://doi.org/10.1080/14681366.2026.2620507

© 2026 The Author(s). Published by Informa
UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis
Group.

@ Published online: 12 Feb 2026.

\J
G/ Submit your article to this journal &

||I| Article views: 353

A
& View related articles &'

@ View Crossmark data (&'

CrossMark

Full Terms & Conditions of access and use can be found at
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalinformation?journalCode=rpcs20


https://www.tandfonline.com/journals/rpcs20?src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/showCitFormats?doi=10.1080/14681366.2026.2620507
https://doi.org/10.1080/14681366.2026.2620507
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=rpcs20&show=instructions&src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=rpcs20&show=instructions&src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/14681366.2026.2620507?src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/14681366.2026.2620507?src=pdf
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/14681366.2026.2620507&domain=pdf&date_stamp=12%20Feb%202026
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/14681366.2026.2620507&domain=pdf&date_stamp=12%20Feb%202026
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=rpcs20

Routledge

Taylor & Francis Group

8 OPEN ACCESS ) Check for updates

Queering through a highly gendered profession:
a multimedia autoethnography of a non-binary teacher

PEDAGOGY, CULTURE & SOCIETY
https://doi.org/10.1080/14681366.2026.2620507

39031Ln0Y

Chloe Le(?, Anh Ngoc Quynh Phan(®° and Tatianna Munro(5¢

aDepartment of Curriculum and Instruction, University of Louisiana at Lafayette, Lafayette, LA, USA;
bDepartment of Curriculum and Educational Development, University of Kent, Canterbury, UK; “Department
of Curriculum and Instruction, Louisiana State University, Baton Rouge, LA, USA

ABSTRACT ARTICLE HISTORY
This article explores and critiques the current status quo of queer Received 17 May 2025
teachers in the United States (US) while suggesting ways to build Accepted 15 December 2025

LGBTQ+ allyship to make school an equitable workplace for all KEYWORDS

teachers and educators. The study combined the two theories of  qeer teachers; safety and
intersectionality and ethics of care to present a nuanced under- belonging; equitable
standing of queer teachers’ experiences. Using multimedia auto- workplace; agency; self-

ethnographic methods including journaling, poetry, music advocacy
elicitation, and photovoice, the third author documented their

daily life as a queer teacher working at a US public middle school

with complex feelings, thoughts, and sensations inside and outside

of school as the workplace. The first and second authors, as ‘critical

friends’, collaboratively coded and analysed the data. The findings

exhibited various manifestations of queer identities in contexts

typically shaped by cis-heteronormative expectations and institu-

tional policies. It also unpacks challenges met by a queer teacher in

navigating workplace culture.

Introduction

In the United States (US), sexual minority and gender non-conforming individuals have not
enjoyed the same protections or experiences in law or the workforce as their cisgender and
heterosexual peers; instead, they are exposed to a variety of social stressors, including
stigma, discrimination, and bias events that contribute to mental health problems
(S. E. Valentine and Shipherd 2018). In the field of education, LGBTQ+ issues are often
marginalised, which perpetuates heternormative practices in schools and exerts bodily as
well as discursive repression on gender-minority teachers and students alike. Gorski, Davis,
and Reiter (2013) found that LGBTQ+ concerns often are invisible in multicultural teacher
education coursework in the US and that, when these concerns are covered, they generally
are addressed in decontextualised ways that mask heteronormativity. Having an education
degree does not necessarily protect LGBTQ+ teachers from experiencing homophobia and
transphobia either. Eribon (2004) and Taylor et al. (2015) noted that the teaching profession
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lags behind other professional workplaces in acknowledging the rights of LGBTQ+ indivi-
duals. Knowing that ‘a school that's a protective community for LGBTQ adults is a school
that’s going to be safe for kids’ (Butler-Wall et al. 2016, 24), it is highly important to ensure
a safe working environment for LGBTQ+ educators, especially amid the current political
turmoil caused by the new administration’s rollback on transgender rights and denial of
their existence (Flowers and Trotta 2025).

This multimedia autoethnographic study explores and critiques the current status quo
of queer teachers while suggesting ways to build LGBTQ+ allyship to make school an
equitable workplace for all teachers and educators. It illuminates how a queer teacher, the
third author, who has had six years of working in the US K-12 school system, carves out
spaces of queer belonging in their classrooms and in their workplace. The research
questions are as follows: 1) How do intersections of identity influence the experience of
a queer teacher at school? And 2) What are the factors that contribute to a queer teacher
experiencing safety, belonging, and thriving at work?

Through a close reading of the third author’s reflective personal journal entries, photos,
poems and their assemblage of songs, we seek to unpack how they learned to under-
stand, resist and (re)shape educational practices and work experience in ways that attend
to their intersectional lives. This article presents three narratives distilled from various
encounters, events, and experiences recounted in the third author’s journal to highlight
the complexities, nuances and realities of a queer teacher in the US schooling system.

Attention to queer teachers’ experiences highlights the power, suppression, unique-
ness and navigation of queerness within an educational setting and offers policy makers,
administrators and educators’ insights and an opportunity to disrupt the cis-
heteronormative projects, repressive norms, and prejudiced attitudes towards queer
teachers. Following inspirational work of other scholars, the word queer in our study
indicates not only those who identify themselves as LGBTQ+ (Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual,
Transgender, Queering/Questioning, among other genders and sexualities that are not
explicitly mentioned in the acronym), but also people and practices that challenge
normative ways of doing and thinking (Bucholtz and Hall 2004; Dervin 2024). In this
article, both the acronym LGBTQ+ and the term queer allude to broader gendered and
sexually diverse communities, thus are used interchangeably. The article sometimes
references specific identities (e.g., trans) for clarity and self-identification purposes. We,
however, respect and acknowledge that there is an ongoing discussion in acronyms and
terms to fully reflect the diversity of genders and sexualities in our community.

Literature review
Queer teachers: discrimination and microaggressions

According to Ferfolja and Hopkins (2013), the question of who a queer teacher could be is
individual and intimately tied to the teaching contexts. Despite recognition of the
importance of addressing sexual diversity in education, scholars have raised concerns
that schools continue to be sites of marginalisation of sexually diverse subjects, including
teachers (Harding 2019; Mann 2021; Sudrez 2022). Schools regulate sexuality and gender
performances through curriculum, pedagogy, practice and policy where understandings
of gender and sexuality are ‘defined through the compulsory practice of heterosexuality’
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and the ‘heterosexual matrix’ (Butler 1991, 151). The heterosexist discourses lead to
discriminating attitudes that link homosexuality and queerness with mental illness, dis-
ease, hypersexuality, and risks for child safety (Clarke 2006; Ferfolja 2014). This discrimina-
tion has ‘a particularly marginalizing impact on LGBTQ+ teachers, who frequently become
hyper-vigilant around the need to prove their normality within the schooling environ-
ment’ and feel the need to hide their sexuality and gender identity (Ferfolja and Hopkins
2013, 312). Queer knowledge or knowledge of a queer identity can be discarded as taboo
or inappropriate knowledge for children at school (Ferfolja and Hopkins 2013). As a result,
queer teachers experienced distinct adversities arising at the intersection of their sexual
and professional identities (Taylor-Cornwell, van Leent, and Bromdal 2024).
Homophobic language targeting queer individuals, including teachers, is extensive at
school. Researchers (loverno et al. 2022; Lilienthal et al. 2018) have noted that verbal
remarks to tease and harass those who do not identify with or behave within hetero-
centric norms often go unchallenged. As observed by Elipe et al. (2023), addressing such
bullying behaviours towards both LGBTQ+ students and educators is not a priority of
many educational institutions, and that explicit discussions concerning homophobia and
transphobia in contemporary classrooms often highlight disconcerting statistics about
bullying, disadvantage, and suicide. This intimidating negativity reinforces the victimisa-
tion of the LGBTQ+ community, discouraging students to engage with meaningful dis-
cussion about gender diversity and the development of empathy and inclusivity.

Queer teachers’ sense of identity and queer pedagogy

Claiming a queer identity at the school can be considered an identity work which includes
publicly bringing full intersecting identities into relationships with colleagues and stu-
dents (Ubaque-Casallas and Castaneda-Pefna 2021). This work, however, runs the risk of
being undermined because of the misconception that it is unprofessional and emotional
and should be left out of classroom contexts (Coleman 2023). A reflection of one of the
authors who is also a queer teacher in Unwin et al.’s study (2024) highlights the expecta-
tion that queer educators should sever their lived experience of being queer from their
teaching practices. Mizzi (2013) referenced the concept of heteroprofessionalism which is
defined as a ‘context of fear [that] characterises the relationship between professionalism
and otherness, whereby heteronormative discourses are constructed with the intention to
distance and silence human agency’ (1605). It means teachers must adhere to a view of
professionalism that regards queerness as inherently deviant or wrong and thus needs to
be silenced. As Ferfolja and Hopkins (2013) posited in their work, being out as a queer
teacher is not as simple as being either openly queer or closeted. In many cases, teachers
choose to neither deny nor present their queer identity publicly to embody the role of
teacher (Ferfolja 2014).

However, Luhmann (1998) argued that queer pedagogy explores the process of how
identities are constructed; how the risk of exposing how the self is learned and unlearned;
and how self-critical practices align with current social (in)justices. Derry (2011) and
Wescott (2018) suggested that when educators model pedagogies founded in support,
openness, and vulnerability, they foster a positive culture where students can experience
a greater connectedness to their education. Scholars (Coia and Taylor 2009; Cutler 2023;
Llewellyn 2023; Unwin et al. 2024), therefore, have called for changes in redefining
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professionalism to include queer identities in both preservice and in-service teacher
training, though recognising it is a challenging and complex task.

Theoretical framework
Intersectionality

This study employs intersectionality as its primary theoretical framework to analyse the
multiple, overlapping identity-based challenges encountered by a queer teacher within
their professional context. Originally conceptualised by Crenshaw (1989, 1991), intersec-
tionality emerged as a critical response to the limitations of single-axis frameworks in legal
and feminist theory. Crenshaw (1989) demonstrated how systems of oppression — parti-
cularly racism and sexism - do not function independently but intersect to produce
unique forms of marginalisation, especially for Black women. Since then, intersectionality
has developed into a multidimensional analytic and methodological framework that has
been adopted across disciplines.

Building upon Crenshaw’s foundational work, Collins et al. (2021) have conceptualised
intersectionality as a form of critical praxis, one that enables researchers and activists to
explore how individuals marginalised by race, class, gender, and other axes of identity
generate knowledge that sustains resistance, resilience, and survival. Collins et al. (2021)
described intersectionality as functioning in three distinct but complementary ways: as
a metaphor, a heuristic device, and a paradigm. As a metaphor, it illustrates how various
systems of power intersect at the level of individual experience; as a heuristic, it provides
a tool for analysing the complexity of social life; and as a paradigm, it offers a guiding
theoretical orientation for sustained critical inquiry.

According to Collins et al. (2021), six ‘core substantive constructs’ underpin intersec-
tional analysis: relationality, power, social inequality, social context, complexity, and social
justice. These concepts orient intersectionality towards a social justice agenda and ensure
its grounding in the everyday realities of structurally marginalised communities. The
authors further outline four foundational principles for conducting intersectionally
informed work: (1) categories such as race, gender, class, sexuality, nationality, and ability
are interdependent and mutually constitutive; (2) interlocking systems of power produce
complex and dynamic forms of social inequality; (3) individuals’ social positions within
these systems shape their lived experiences and interpretations of the social world; and
(4) addressing social issues — whether locally or globally — requires intersectional analysis
(Collins et al. 2021).

Other scholars have significantly expanded intersectionality’s scope and application.
Cho, Crenshaw, and McCall (2013) emphasised that intersectionality is not only an analytic
tool but also a political intervention. They cautioned against the dilution of intersection-
ality into a generic diversity discourse and argued for maintaining its critical edge by
foregrounding structural power and systemic transformation. Bilge (2013) similarly
warned of the risk of depoliticising intersectionality in academic contexts, advocating
instead for its continued grounding in Black feminist intellectual and activist traditions.

Applied to this study, intersectionality offers a rigorous framework for analysing how
the queer teacher’s identity is both constructed and contested within institutional and
sociocultural structures. The teacher’s body becomes a site through which normative
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discourses, professional expectations, and identity-based power relations converge.
These systems are not additive but mutually reinforcing, shaping the ways in which the
teacher is perceived, engaged, and regulated within the school setting. At the same time,
intersectionality highlights the agentive possibilities within these constraints, drawing
attention to how the teacher enacts resistance, reclaims identity, and generates counter-
narratives from their situated position.

Ethics of care

In ‘Caring: A Feminine Approach to Ethics and Moral Education’, Noddings (1984) articu-
lated a relational account of ethics, grounded in the premise that human beings are
ontologically constituted through relationships. Rather than existing as isolated indivi-
duals, persons are embedded in networks of relationality that shape their development
and sense of self. As Noddings wrote, ‘Il am not naturally alone. | am naturally in a relation
from which | derive nourishment and guidance. My very individuality is defined in a set of
relations. This is my basic reality’ (Noddings 1984, 51). From this foundational claim, four
core principles of the ethics of care are derived.

The first of these, Relational ontology, emphasises that ethical maturity arises not from
individual autonomy but from reciprocal, ongoing interdependence between the ‘one-
caring’ and the ‘cared-for’. Noddings insisted, ‘caring does not reside entirely in the
attitude and intentions of the carer. We must ask about the effects on the cared-for. If
A claims to care for B, but B denies that A cares, then the relation between A and B is not
one of caring’ (Noddings 2018, 227). Considered the biggest contribution of an ethic of
care, this emphasis on the relation and the role of both participants in the caring relation-
ship suggests that both individuals are ethically shaped through their sustained engage-
ment with one another, affirming the ethical significance of mutual dependence.

A second key concept, Attention as engrossment, foregrounds the role of attentive
presence as essential to caring. Noddings (1984) maintained that care begins with
receptivity to the other, a mode of attention described as ‘engrossment’. This type of
attention, while not necessarily pervasive or intense in the caregiver’s life, must none-
theless be genuine and present: ‘It need not be intense or pervasive in the life of the one-
caring, but it must occur’ (Noddings 1984, 17). Engrossment, as conceptualised by
Noddings, differs fundamentally from the cognitive act of perspective-taking. It entails
sustained effort, moral discipline, and deliberate commitment. It demands focused atten-
tion on the person before us, rooted in a deep respect for the unique nature of each
individual and situation.

The third principle, Primacy of the particular, challenges the traditional moral emphasis
on abstract justification and universal principles. Noddings (1984) argued that ethical
action should not be derived from an external set of moral rules or validated through
rational justification. ‘As one-caring’, Noddings (1984) wrote, ‘l am not seeking justification
for my action’ (95). Instead, the moral aim is the experience of completion, which emerges
when the cared-for feels genuinely cared for. This experience, in turn, brings a sense of
fulfilment to the one-caring: ‘'l am not justified but somehow fulfilled and completed in my
own life and in the lives of those | have thus influenced’ (95). Noddings (1984) further
cautioned that adherence to rigid principles may lead individuals to moral arrogance or
self-righteousness. Those who believe they possess superior values may marginalise or
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devalue others, particularly those whose perspectives differ. In response to such dangers,
Noddings (1984) underscored the importance of contextual understanding and warns
against prescriptive moral judgements, noting that the one-caring must resist asserting
that ‘you must do what | must do’ (5).

The final tenet, Motivational displacement, addresses the ethical transformation that
occurs when the one-caring redirects motivational energy towards the needs and pur-
poses of the cared-for. According to Noddings, ‘My motive energy flows toward the other
and [...] toward his ends. | do not relinquish myself, [...] but | allow my motive energy to
be shared; | put it at the service of the other’ (Noddings 1984, 33). This motivational shift
represents more than a spontaneous emotional response; it signifies a conscious ethical
commitment to care. Full care, in Noddings' framework, requires not only emotional
engagement but also practical responsibility — whether through direct action or thought-
ful deliberation about how to support the other, including referring them to appropriate
sources of help.

Noddings’ ethics of care presents a relational and context-sensitive model of moral life
in which ethical action is grounded not in abstract reasoning, principles, or virtues, but in
responsiveness to the needs of others and a sense of responsibility embedded in parti-
cular relationships (Bergmark 2019). Through the concepts of relational ontology,
engrossed attention, particularity, and motivational displacement, Noddings (1984) rede-
fined ethics as an intersubjective practice shaped by care, presence, and mutual
transformation.

The combined use of intersectionality and ethics of care shows the authors’ efforts in
addressing the unique experiences and challenges faced by a queer teacher in a US K-12
public school (ages 5 to 18) amid the recent rise in homophobia and cisgenderism under
the new presidential administration. Intersectionality provides the tools to examine how
overlapping identities intersect to shape the experiences of a queer teacher; critique the
role of power structures in shaping an individual’ experiences; and identify social inequal-
ities through policies, curricula, or practices that do not affirm or recognise queer
identities. Ethics of care frames the focus of the article on relationality; highlights
a moral obligation to care for vulnerable individuals; and acknowledges the impacts of
emotional labour on queer teachers’ professional and personal lives. By utilising both
frameworks in our data analysis, the authors intended to present a nuanced understand-
ing of queer teachers’ experiences, address systemic barriers and propose recommenda-
tions that are both intersectionally and empathically informed to benefit the safety, sense
of belonging, and general well-being of queer teachers.

Methodology

Autoethnography is research, writing, story and method that connects the autobiogra-
phical and personal to the cultural and social (Ellis 2004). This approach positions the
researcher’s own experiences as legitimate data and sites of inquiry, aiming to illuminate
the ways in which individual lives are shaped by, and contribute to, larger cultural
discourses and institutional structures. According to Chang (2008), autoethnography
facilitates cultural understanding by bridging the gap between the personal and the
collective. It encourages critical reflection on identity, power, and positionality, enabling
the researcher to interrogate how cultural norms, social roles, and systemic inequities
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manifest in everyday life. Autoethnographic writing is often characterised by rich, evoca-
tive storytelling that disrupts traditional notions of objectivity and neutrality in research,
emphasising instead the value of emotional resonance, vulnerability, and reflexivity
(T. E. Adams, Jones, and Ellis 2015). Sparkes (2024) suggested that ethical autoethnogra-
phy begins with sustained reflexivity about positionality and treats formal guidelines as
starting points. Ultimately, the author posited, ethics needs to be approached as
a contested, context-dependent terrain requiring principled, informed judgement that
rejects rigid ‘shoulds’ in favour of an ‘it depends’ shaped by time, context, culture, and
purpose (Sparkes 2024, 111). Along this line, Edwards (2021) illustrated where guidance
falls short in autoethnographic research and proposed a fourth dimension of the ‘ethic of
the self’ along with procedural, situational and relational ethics to ‘enhance the ethic of
respect in autoethnography’ (1).

Using multimedia autoethnographic methods including journaling, poetry, music
elicitation, and photovoice, the third author documented their daily life as a queer teacher
working at a public middle school with complex feelings, thoughts, and sensations inside
and outside of school as the workplace. Luhmann (1998) argued that queer theory and
pedagogy think about how to ‘deconstruct binaries central to Western modes of mean-
ing-making, learning, teaching, and doing politics ... to subvert the process of normal-
ization’ (p. 150). In this autoethnographic piece, we also queer traditional research
practice by engaging with multiple sources of arts-based data, or ‘dartaphacts’ (Renold
and Timperley 2024, 922), and engage in a reflexive, dialogic process between a queer
teacher and two heteronormative researchers to explore the topic of inquiry and subvert
norms for writing in academic research. Arts-based approach is popular in queer research
because it foregrounds embodied, affective, and creative forms of expression that resist
normative constraints and make visible marginalised experiences often silenced in tradi-
tional research paradigms (R. B. Adams 2024; Denton and Cain 2023; Marnell 2024;
Panozzo 2024).

This article is not a combination of three separate voices but is a blended, meaning-
making, thought-processing research about the third researcher’s experience (Anzaldua
and Keating 2002). The authors, however, are in different social and institutional hierarchy
positions. The third author, identified as they/them, is a Hispanic nonbinary educator
working in a public school in a US Southern state. The first author is a cis-gendered female,
Vietnamese immigrant professor studying and working in the US for the past thirteen
years. The second author is a cis-gendered female, Viethamese transnational academic
working in UK higher education. Both the first and second authors have been working as
teacher educators and researching teacher education in international contexts for years
(Le and Phan 2025; Le, Dubroc, and Skinner 2025; Phan and Pham 2023) and cared about
the experiences of teachers who are vulnerable or placed in disadvantaged positions.

To generate data for this autoethnographic study, the third author began journaling
for over four months during a school year, inviting the other authors to become ‘critical
friends’ by asking questions about their experiences as a queer person spanning from
childhood to adulthood, especially as they became an educator. The journal entries
recorded the third author’s everyday happenings, memory construction of past events
that influenced their meaning making of current events and encounters, their thoughts
and emotions, as well as their plans of future responses. Throughout the process, the first
and second authors practiced care while helping the third author recount their
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experience and making meaning of the events and encounters by open-coding. The
authors frequently exchanged messages with one another to co-analyse the journal
entries and co-construct the narratives from the data, which includes 25 mixed-media
journal entries and poetry (including 23 photos and five songs) generated by the third
author. The reflective narratives presented in the narratives section are articulated
through the individual voice of the third author as a queer teacher, while the analysis
and discussion section represents the collective voice of a queer teacher and their allies,
the two other researchers.

Ethical approval was granted by the second author’s institution (Protocol IRB-24-102-
EDCI-OL). Because the third author’s recollections and subjective experiences reference
other individuals, all non-identifiable persons are presented under general pronouns, and
those with close personal ties to the third author were consulted and offered
a pseudonym as well as the opportunity to review and provide input on the manuscript.
All artefacts (e.g., documents, images, and screenshots) were de-identified by covering
personal names and other direct identifiers prior to analysis and publication.

The narratives

In this section, we present three narratives, retold by the third author, that emerged most
prominently from their reflective journal entries.

The Ms, the Mx, the mix - the queer(ed) pedagogy

Pronouns, which function as a fundamental affirmation of identity for many queer
teachers, have long been a contested issue and increasingly serve as a site of tension
and regulation within school environments - particularly in the period leading up to the
2024 US elections. As a teacher, my identity is constantly filtered through institutional
expectations that tie professional legitimacy to gendered roles. | recalled my first teaching
through substituting, where | just went by my first name. Some students would default to
‘Ms. [name]’, which at the time felt uncomfortable, so | would correct them to use just my
first name without an honorific. When | became a full-time teacher, | was instructed by
admins to use honorifics and go by last name because that was considered more
professional. At this point, | briefly considered adopting the honorific Mx., as it better
reflected my connection to gender-neutral language. However, | quickly dismissed the
idea due to concerns about the complex political implications and the term’s contentious
nature within an educational context.

Even when students display some level of curiosity about my gender identity, the structures
of the school system make it challenging to engage in meaningful discussion. | remember
when several students asked, ‘Are you a boy or a girl?, | wanted to say something that
reflected the truth, to open a conversation about how gender is not just a simple binary. But
| also knew that honesty came with risks. Admitting the truth about my gender identity could
mean drawing unwanted attention from parents who might question or challenge my
presence in the classroom. It could lead to administrative troubles, forcing me into conversa-
tions about whether my identity was appropriate in a school setting. There was also the risk of
students repeating our discussion at home, where a simple, innocent exchange could be
distorted into controversy. So, | gave my usual response. ‘You call me Ms. [name], so don’t
worry about it'. (Journal entry, Week 1)
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This response to microaggressions from the unsolicited inquiries reflected an act of
self-censorship, revealing an underlying apprehension towards self-disclosure. It was
not just about self-preservation but also a reflection of the institution’s failure to
create space for gender-diverse educators. This tension between identity and policy
is one that many LGBTQ+ teachers must navigate daily, an observation noted in my
journal:

In K-12 education, how teachers are perceived is often inseparable from gender. The expecta-
tion that students and colleagues alike refer to teachers as Mr., Ms., or Mrs. reinforces binary
gender norms that leave little room for non-binary identities to exist. The only widely
accepted escape from these rigid labels comes through academic achievement; earning
a doctorate provides an opportunity to use Dr., a title that removes gender from professional
identity. (Journal entry, Week 1)

The layered negotiations of personal and professional identities reminded me of a song, in
which the titular character realised that their power lied in the ability to change:

| can make a promise,

| can make a plan.

| can make a difference,
| can take a stand.

| can make an effort,

If I only understand,
That |,

| can make a change!
(Change, Zach Callison)

The song resonated with my journey to self-acceptance as a non-binary educator.
Aware that | might not be able to change the institutional structure overnight, | felt
capable of taking a stand in the classroom by protecting and affirming students and
making space for them to explore their identities without judgement.

| feel not having a strong connection to the gender binary allows me to let my students be
themselves, uninhibited by social structures of gender. | also call out my students and
colleagues when they try to force someone into a role. For example, a student was laughing
at another student for liking pink. | immediately called them out, saying colors are just colors
and that it would be ‘lame’ not to like a color because of other people. Another student
agreed and said colors are from light refracting. Anyway, what does it matter? The student
that initially made fun of the other student and became interested in how colors occurred.

Another moment was when a student confided in me, saying, ‘I'm gay. | don’t know if you're
ok with that'. | responded, ‘You're fine exactly as you are, and you're my student no matter
what. There’s nothing | need to be okay with because you're already okay'. After that, the
students became more comfortable in my classroom and even came to talk about issues they
were facing with other students. That moment reminded me of how deeply the presence of
a supportive adult can impact a young person’s sense of safety and belonging. (Journal entry,
Week 1)

The reality of K-12 schools within this current climate is that LGBTQ+ educators must
navigate a school system that demands their silence (Henderson 2022). Any deviation
from this expectation could result in ostracisation or even jeopardise my employment.
This struggle went beyond the classroom. Staff meetings, professional development
sessions, and parent-teacher conferences all posed risks of accidental self-disclosure. As
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a non-binary teacher, | navigated a school system where LGBTQ+ educators must often
weigh the risks of visibility against the need for self-preservation. There are 