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ABSTRACT

The primary purpose of this study is to investigate and understand gender diverse
individuals’ retrospective accounts of their experiences of school and to interpret these
experiences under the influence of deconstruction. A second purpose is to use these
experiences to inform a model of gender-inclusive education.

In this qualitative study, semi-structured interviewing served as the primary
method of inquiry. Eight gendernen-binary adult participants were purposefully selected
and individually interviewed. The participants were asked to describe their gendered
experiences in K-12 schools. The secondary method of inquiry was a focus group
interview in which seven participants were asked to offer suggestions for gender-
inclusive schooling. Data from individual interviews was analyzed using two methods:
open-coding, inductive analysis and a deductive analysis with Derridean deconstruction
in mind. Data from focus group interviews was analyzed using open-coding and
inductive analysis methods. Emerging themes were then analyzed in light of the
literature, theoretical framework, research questions, and selected gender inclusive
curricular materials.

Findings showed that participants felt little sense of belonging and safety in K-12
schools and that working toward gender-inclusive schooling (and Transformative Gender
Justice) requires providing continuous educational opportunities (focused on learning

about both gender writ large and gender diversity) to all members of a school community.

Keywords: LGBTQIA, educational leadership, transgender, gender non-binary, gender
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L. INTRODUCTION
Background

We learn many things in schools, from basic skills and concepts to socialization
and learning to navigate both our own and others’ complex identities. Gender is one of
many socially constructed identity categories that we learn about and practice/perform
from a very early age; we continue learning how to perform our gender within the
structures of family and social institutions, such as public schools (MacNaughton, 2001).
These gender lessons are not without consequences. Several scholars note that schools in
the United States are deeply gender-stratified environments (Blount, 1999) with a high
degree of social regulation (Butler, 1990; Davison & Frank, 2006), particularly in relation
to gender identities and expressions deemed as either appropriate or inappropriate in
these settings.

Blount (1996, 1999, 2000) contends that schools are deeply gender-polarized
institutions, built upon a long-standing foundation of sexism, heteronormativity, and
homophobia. Addressing these -isms and phobias and proactively supporting gender and
sexually diverse students are vital components of promoting equity-oriented, inclusive
learning environments through social justice leadership practices (Hernandez & Fraynd,
2015; Koschoreck & Slattery, 2006, 2010; Lugg & Koschoreck, 2003; MacGillivray,
2004; O’Malley, 2013; Theoharis, 2007). In a recent chapter about building inclusive
schools for youth with diverse gender and sexual identities, O’Malley (2013) explains
that injustices faced by these individuals point to the problematic heteronormative and
homophobic assumptions within the larger systems of schooling and society. Equity-

oriented leaders who recognize and name these problematic assumptions often call for



“large-scale systemic effects on the way public schools approach [these] issues”
(Koschoreck & Slattery, 2006, p. 145).

In tracing the history of gender transgression in school employment throughout
the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, Blount (1996, 1999, 2000) explicates the role
homophobia and heterosexism played in maintaining strict and rigid gender boundaries
within schools in the United States. Throughout her work exploring the intersection of
gender and education, Blount (1996, 1999, 2000) explains that the Common School
Movement of the 1800s required schools to serve more students and hire additional
teachers. Many school leaders hired female teachers to fulfill this need as women made
up a cheaper labor force (i.e., females were offered lower salaries than their male
counterparts). As the field of education employment moved from male-dominated to
female-dominated in the early nineteenth century, a societal shift in perspective occurred
in the United States—male teachers were viewed as too effeminate and many female
teachers as too masculine. More women had joined the field pre- and during WWII
(because many men were fighting in WWII) and served as both teachers and
administrators. Post-WWII, however, the field of educational administration was
dominated by males and schools became deeply gender polarized institutions in which
teaching was female-dominated, administration was male-dominated, and school
employees who transgressed traditional gender roles were singled out as suspected
homosexuals and, in turn, barred from school employment. Unfortunately, a cultural fear
of homosexuality emerged in the latter part of the twentieth century, in response to
popular sexuality studies and medical reports pathologizing any sexuality not associated

with procreation.



Blount (2000) points to the fact that educational institutions at the beginning of
the 21 century had still not become appropriately inclusive and welcoming of educators
with Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, or Transgender (LGBT) identities. As she explains, “this
marks a critical development in the gender-identification of schoolwork, as cross-gender
behaviors and characteristics have been linked in the popular mind with homosexuality
and all of its attendant taboos since the late 1920s” (p. 84). Because homosexuality is
associated with cross-gender behaviors, Blount argues that until LGBT employees are
valued in these settings, rigid gender norms are likely to remain in place within schools.

This tendency to link gender identity with sexuality (noted by Blount and others)
leads to the problem of compulsory heterogenderism—a term recently introduced by
Nicolazzo (2016) to describe the ways in which transgender individuals’
identities/expressions are often misinterpreted as indicative of their sexuality. Nicolazzo
(2016) states that this linking of sexuality and gender identity (i.e., compulsory
heterogenderism) works alongside dominant gender binary discourses to erase
transgender identity. For example, when a person’s sexual orientation is assumed based
solely on their expressions of masculinity and femininity, sexual orientation becomes the
primary focus and any opportunities to recognize and celebrate diverse gender identities
and expressions are lost.

With a documented history of strictly enforcing gender role stereotypes for school
employees, it is not surprising that educational institutions continue to operate in a gender
segregating fashion. After all, school employees who have transgressed traditional
notions of gender either received sanctions or were fired (Blount, 2000), so educators

adhering to the strict gender norms served as the models of appropriate gender behavior



for students. In short, schools “have served as powerfully important institutions for
reflecting, creating, enforcing, and restricting the gendered behavior and characteristics
of both students and school workers and, by extension, of American culture” (p. 85). In
this way, gender stratification was (and is) socially constructed (Blount, 1999), which
means the gendered discourses and practices of schooling are not static; they can be
analyzed and adjusted.

Schools are both shaped by and take part in institutionalizing rigid gender norms
and stereotypes. Because gender is a social construction, gender stratification is also
socially constructed (Blount, 1999), which means we can address the stratification when
it is problematic and excludes students. It is equity-oriented educators who must engage
in critical reflection about gender segregation (Davison & Frank, 2006), heterosexism
(Koschoreck & Slattery, 2006), homophobia (Lugg & Koschoreck, 2003; Lustick, 2016;
O’Malley, 2013), and compulsory heterogenderism (Nicolazzo, 2016) to address these
deeply gender polarized climates. After all, homophobia (which is intertwined with
heterosexism, transphobia, genderism, and sexism) is something educational leaders can
and should address (Airton, 2009, 2014) and the burden must be on educational leaders
“to provide and reinforce an inclusive school environment where the confrontation of
transphobia and homophobia is normalized” (Lustick, 2016, p. 163). In the words of
Davison and Frank (2006)—

As educators, we have a responsibility to ensure that students feel safe and

supported in schools, yet the refusal of schools and educators to acknowledge

how hegemonic femininity and masculinity are implicated in social exclusion,

bullying, harassment, violence, and low academic performance is tantamount to



an act of abandoning students that are marginalized by the everyday inequity of

gender discourses. (p. 162)
With this dissertation project, I intend to uncover some of the gender-stratifying practices
and structures within K-12 schools and notice moments in which gender creates friction
in these settings. Listening to adult gendernen-binary® individuals’ retrospective
accounts (Beck, 2014) of their K-12 educational experiences should illuminate the
rigidity of binary gender categories as a non-binary gender identity is “always already
positioned as fluid, influx, and liminal” (Nicolazzo, 2016, p. 1178). Green and Maurer
(2015) define gender non-binary as a “spectrum of gender identities and expressions,
often based on the rejection of the gender binary’s assumption that gender is strictly an
either/or option of male/men/masculine or female/woman/feminine” (p. 8); a more
complex and robust review of the construct gender non-binary is included later in this
chapter (see pages 12-17). Such gender transgressors naturally struggle with feeling
welcome and included in gender-stratified educational environments.

In preparing to study gendernoen-binary individuals’ retrospective accounts
(Beck, 2014) of their experiences of school, I engaged in reflexive journaling (Ahern,
1999; Ortlipp, 2008; Tufford & Newman, 2012) about my own experiences in relation to
the research interest—gendered schooling. Although I do not identify as gendernon-
binary, | wrote these reflective pieces to explore how gender polarized educational

environments affected me personally. Identifying and articulating some of the ways that

! The use of a strikethrough in the title and throughout the dissertation serves as a visual
cue that I am using this term “under erasure.” The term is simultaneously used and
troubled (Derrida, 1967/1976). Further explanation of this philosophical technique is
provided on p. 15.



stereotyping and separation affected me served as a valuable exercise for conceptualizing
how gendered structures and practices affect all people. Perhaps engaging in reflexive
journaling about gendered schooling could serve as a valuable activity among other
educators with binary gender identities that are seeking to understand the role gender
plays in inequitable learning environments. This reflective activity could serve as a
valuable component of a gender inclusive professional development framework informed
by this project.

In one of these retrospective essays, [ remember moments where, as a young girl,
I argued with others about gender roles and expectations, particularly around what it was
girls could like and do. I argued with my brothers, with classmates, and even with a few
teachers. My first reflections were couched in the gendering of colors and my feelings of
frustration about not being able to choose things I liked without being confronted by my
peers. The following excerpt from this reflective writing activity highlights one of these
experiences:

From as early as I can remember, blue was my favorite color. Whenever

presented with the option, I chose blue. When I was in elementary school, |

looked forward to art class. This was the place I could draw what I

wanted. You might describe these early artistic experiences as my “blue

period.” Of course, to be fair, I was mildly obsessed with drawing

dolphins swimming in the deep blue of a vast ocean, against the backdrop

of a bright blue sky. Blue was my favorite color. Maybe I loved

blue so dearly because it reminded me of my grandfather. I spent many

childhood summers being tossed around in the waves of the Atlantic



Ocean with him—there was the blue of the ocean and the blue in his

eyes.

In school, I consistently chose blue school supplies, created my blue

period artworks, and proudly played with the blue versions of popular

1980s-era toys. My favorite toy was a teddy bear of sorts, the blue Popple,

who was obviously a boy. When treats were offered at school parties,

there were usually pink cupcakes and cookies for girls while the blue-

frosted options were for the boys. Of course, I preferred blue treats. Others

informed me that the blue ones were for the boys but that I could have a

pink one. Well, I wasn’t going to turn down a sugary treat. This obsession

with blue was only a problem when [ was confronted by other kids, who

would say things like, “why do you want the boy one?”” and “blue is for

boys.” No—blue is not a color for boys; blue is my favorite color, and I

am a girl. Although minor annoyances in the grand scheme of things, these

early memories represent the beginning of my continued experiences of

arguing about what I could or could not like or how I was expected to

behave as a girl. (Personal Reflection, 2016)
In reading and thinking about these memories of my educational experiences related to
gender, I found that many moments were about choice. During the elementary and
middle school years, the books I loved most were tucked away on shelves labeled boys. 1
remember feeling annoyed when my peers would ask me why I read boy’s books. This

reflective writing snippet speaks to the gendering of reading materials in school:



Adventure—the promise of a good book. I can’t tell you the total number of
books (or how many times I read one book in particular) included in the popular
Choose Your Own Adventure book series of the 1980s and 1990s. In these
stories, I became the main character and made important choices that would affect
the entire course of my adventure. I remember pretending to be all sorts of
characters: knights, doctors, spies, to name a few. I -didn’t think about whether I
was a boy or girl. I just pretended to be the character. Although these

books lined the shelves of my bookcase at home, it seemed this particular series
was set aside for male readers at school. In elementary school, I would often
rummage through the boy shelves to find the books I wanted to explore. Most of
the adventure books were housed near books about cars, science experiments, and
space. These topics were, of course, targeted to the boys in class. After all, nearly
every Choose Your Own Adventure cover featured a boy character. Couldn’t
there be a girl spy? Other kids commented on my reading choices— “Why do you
like boy books?” “Those are supposed to be for boys, not girls!” These
distinctions were not a part of my home life, so I just read what I wanted to read.
(Personal Reflection, 2016)

I remember a moment early in middle school where I felt angry about this idea
that some books were meant for boys and some were only for girls. I was looking
through the adventure books in the library and found a much-loved book I had
read many times—Julie of the Wolves. Holding the book in my hands, I realized I
was in the boy’s section of the library, even though it wasn’t labeled as such; my

elementary school experiences carried over, I guess, and [ was trained in this



gendering of books. In this moment, I felt angry. I remember approaching the
librarian to tell her that this book, Julie of the Wolves, was in the wrong section.
See, there’s a girl on the front. She is the main character and she’s not a boy. This
is not a book for boys. It’s for girls. It’s for everyone. (Personal Reflection, 2016)
Within these early experiences, I notice many instances of separation by binary
gender categories of boy/girl; there were boy lines and girl lines, games to be played by
boys and games to be played only by girls. In my own reflections about separation by
(and often competition among) categories of binary gender, I realize that the segregation
(and competition) carried over into other educational settings, like the playground:
Most kids looked forward to Fridays in elementary school because, on Fridays,
we often played games. We would have mock spelling bees, flashcard math facts
races or play games like Hangman and Heads Up Seven Up. In my memory, the
games were almost always structured as boys versus girls. A title of boys on the
upper left corner of the dusty chalkboard and the complimentary giris title at the
upper right corner, all for the purposes of tallying total scores for each game.
It didn’t really matter who won the games. I dreaded it either way. | knew the
teasing would last all day and would carry over to recess and lunch. Fridays were
the days dedicated to all out verbal warfare among boys and girls. We made up
rhymes like “boys go to Jupiter to get more stupider” and chanted them from one
gender mob to the other. Recess, on these days, wasn’t very fun for me and I
stopped looking forward to Fridays. (Personal Reflection, 2016)
Within these gendered settings and experiences, my peers did not view me as

girly and I quickly became known as a fomboy. Despite failing to meet stereotypical



expectations of what it means to be girly (or unquestioned notions of femininity), I
regularly argued with others, defending my own presence and behaviors, saying things
like, “I’m a girl and this is what I do, so it must be girly.” This response did not stop
others from making assumptions about my sexuality and calling me names, nor did it
quell my own feelings of inadequacy and, at times, isolation; I did, however, say what I
could to claim some space for my own presence.

It was after reading a text about viewing qualitative data across multiple
theoretical perspectives (Jackson & Mazzei, 2011) and, in particular, viewing data with
Derrida in mind, that I began to see my own gendered experiences in school as potential
deconstruction events. According to Derrida (1991), “deconstruction takes place, it is an
event that does not await the deliberation, consciousness, or organisation of a subject, or
even of a modernity. It deconstructs it-self. It can be deconstructed ...” (pp. 270-276).
Framed as deconstruction events, these experiences are moments in which I held space,
pushing back on the norms, being present as different. This notion of holding space, or
being present, in a system that may not be constructed with you in mind, represents a
subtle form of activism—an activism of presence.

These types of deconstruction incidences can also be described as fairy dust
events (Stengers & Pignarre, 2011) that have the potential to expose a need for reworking
some of the structures and practices that are not inclusive, not constructed with a wide
variety of people in mind. In the world of political activism, fairy dust events involve
imagining the possibilities of other worlds through disrupting notions of normality and
embracing wider and imaginative approaches to understanding experiences and problems.

Within these activist arenas, political action involves embracing an element of chance.
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Perhaps nothing will change. Perhaps something will change.

Although the subtle activism of presence is not as direct or confrontational as
many important political activist movements (e.g., the Queer Nation slogans supporting
LGBTQIA+ rights—We 're here, we're queer, get used to it—or the simple Yo existo
slogan of the current Undocuqueer movement), mere presence as difference is considered
a deconstruction event or fairy dust event as there is potential for disrupting assumptions
about normalcy. This notion of subtle activism through presence in environments that are
unwelcoming and, at times, hostile, inspires me to work toward building more inclusive
and welcoming climates that allow all people to be seen and heard. How might these
moments play out in educational settings? Could the presence of students with non-
normative/Other identities (particularly in relation to gender) within educational
institutions illuminate the need for adjustments in the way we structure and carry out
schooling?

In the spirit of deconstructing gender (and its associated roles and stereotypes) for
all students and in creating gender inclusive environments, how might we respond to
situations in which gender diverse students are present within a system not constructed
with them in mind? After all, it is those individuals who do not neatly fit within the
predetermined categories who may offer the most insight about the more rigid,
traditional, or practiced institutional structures and practices that exclude some students.

With this dissertation project, I seek to understand gendernen-binary individuals’
retrospective accounts of their experiences within K-12 schools. To clearly define the
construct gender non-binary, I must first expound on the concepts of gender, gender

expression, and the gender binary. Clearly defining gender is challenging because “the
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term is a rapidly shifting sociological and cultural construct,” but for the purposes of this
project, gender refers to the socially constructed characteristics (behaviors, attitudes,
roles, activities) of individuals—the “set of roles and behaviors that individuals are
expected to follow as determined by societies and cultural, racial, ethnic, and religious
groups of what it means to be male and female” (Lugg, 2003, p. 98). Although these
characteristics are typically assigned to us based on our sex designation at birth (listed as
either male or female on most United States birth certificates), gender identity and
expression are not dependent on biological sex or sexual orientation (American
Psychological Association, 2015; Blount, 1996, 1999, 2000; Green & Maurer, 2015;
Lugg, 2003). It is through social interactions with others that we learn about the attitudes,
expressions, and roles associated with our assigned gender (Meyer & Pullen Sansfagon,
2014).

Whereas gender identity refers to a person’s deeply felt, inherent sense of self
(American Psychological Association, 2015), gender expression is about how people
“dress, walk, talk, accessorize, etc., in ways that express one’s gender identity” (Meyer &
Pullen Sansfacon, 2014, p. 220); it is about the presentation of self through physical
appearance and behavior. In this way, gender is the “social construction of roles,
behaviors, and attributes that is considered by the general public to be ‘appropriate’ for
one’s sex and which is assigned at birth” (Miller, 2009, p. 193). It is important to note
that a person’s gender identity is not always visible to others; other people often learn
about our identity through our expressions of gender—which are masculine, feminine,

both, or neither.
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According to Green and Maurer (2015), gender binary is a normative concept that
involves viewing gender as “strictly an either/or option of male/men/masculine or
female/woman/feminine based on sex at birth, rather than a continuum or spectrum of
gender identities and expressions” (p. 7). Such a strict either/or concept of gender limits
the expression of many people, especially gendernon-binary individuals. Gender non-
binary is an umbrella term included under the larger umbrella category of transgender.

Transgender (the T of the LGBTQIA+ acronym where L refers to Lesbian, G to
Gay, B to Bisexual, T to Transgender, Q to Queer, I to Intersex, and A to Asexual or
Aromantic) serves as