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Working as a Head of a Guidance department in a secondary 

school has allowed me the privilege of working closely with 

students who identify as LGBTQ – lesbian, gay, bisexual, 

transgendered/transsexual, queer. The struggles I heard as a 

Guidance counselor from these students such as fear of 

personal safety as well as lack of voice and representation in 

the school gave rise to my establishing a Gay-Straight Alliance 

(GSA) in 2006, a group that safely encourages the support and 

activism of LGBTQ students and their straight “ally” friends. As 

much as the presence of a GSA at the school has helped reduce 

homophobic incidents, not all students who identify as LGBTQ 

will join the GSA. And it seems that the GSA is an after-school 

club that continues to “closet” and marginalize this group of 

students as they indicate that they are not being represented 

in the Ontario curriculum and therefore in the classroom. 

Their only outlet is this group. As a result, I decided to focus 

my research on examining forms of resistance that some of the 

teachers in the building face vis-à-vis LGBTQ topics in the 

curriculum and in their classrooms.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

After having explored literature from both safety and policy 

perspectives that emphasized the need to support LGBTQ 

students in schools, I examined theoretical and conceptual 

frameworks that were able to help provide a deeper context 

to this work. Michel Foucault’s History of Sexuality, Volume 1: 

An Introduction explores how the hegemonic powers of society 

and psychology have affected human sexuality in oppressive, 

repressive and negative ways, especially where those from the 

gay community are concerned. Those who did not identify as 

heterosexual were considered the “others” and therefore not 

“normal.” Being “othered” is a concept to which Kevin 

Kumashiro refers in his work Troubling Education: Queer 

Activism and Antioppressive Pedagogy and he challenges 

educators and activists to delve deeply and ask: what is 

oppression? What does society consider “normal” when 

discussing sexuality? How have those from the LGBTQ 

community been and continue to be marginalized? Along these 

lines, Deborah Britzman explores in her work “Is There a 

Queer Pedagogy? Or, Stop Reading Straight” the complexities 

and challenges of teaching queerly in a society where the 

educational foundations, long-standing policies and curricula 

are “straight.” She posits that a teacher’s critical self-

reflection is an initial point of departure but much time, 

volition and disruption of knowledge will need to occur. 

 

 

Purpose of Study 

Theoretical and Conceptual Frameworks 

 

The research was designed as an interview-case study, drawing 

from document analyses and semi-structured interviews from 

six secondary school teachers from a variety of teaching 

departments. Documents that were analysed for triangulation 

include Ontario Ministry of Education Equity and Inclusivity 

documents as well as Ontario Ministry of Education curriculum 

documents that matched the teaching areas of the interview 

participants. To complete the triangulation of the research, 

semi-structured interviews were conducted and interviews 

were then transcribed and coded to look for themes. 

Questions were designed to explore the participants’ 

familiarity with LGBTQ topics in the curriculum and whether 

or not the participants discussed LGBTQ topics in their 

classrooms and reasons for this. Overall, I was seeking to 

determine factors that prevented participants from exploring 

LGBTQ issues in their classrooms. 

 

Methodology 
 

Upon exploration of the Ontario Ministry of 

Education curriculum documents, namely Health 

and Physical Education, English and Family Studies, 

it became clear that neither the overall nor the 

specific expectations in many of the courses 

analyzed offer LGBTQ-specific language or direction 

regarding exploring LGBTQ topics. For example, in 

the Health and Physical Education document, a 

specific expectation includes “describe specific 

types of physical and non-physical abuse (e.g. 

manipulation, intimidation, sexual harassment, 

verbal abuse,” but it is not clear if such an 

expectation will be taught from a heterosexist lens 

since there is no language regarding or reference to 

the LGBTQ community. What is also troubling about 

the curriculum documents is that many of them are 

over a decade old and not reflective of the diversity 

that exists within student bodies.  

 

Interview participants noted that if clearly-worded 

curriculum documents were written that directed 

teachers to explore LGBTQ topics, and training was 

provided to them, they would feel much less 

ambivalent toward addressing such topics in their 

classrooms. Participants felt that LGBTQ-specific 

language in the documents would provide “proof” 

to parents that teachers could explore these topics 

with students and would feel better-supported by 

their Administration as well. 

Implications 

What appears to exist at this point in education in 

the province of Ontario is a document disconnect 

that urgently needs to be addressed. In 2009, the 

Ontario Ministry of Education published two 

documents that address the need for school boards 

in Ontario to develop strategies that are more 

inclusive in curricular practice and reflect the 

diversity of our students. In particular, the Ministry 

of Education’s Policy/Program Memorandum 119 was 

revisited and updated to reflect this. Areas of focus 

in the memorandum to school boards include 

“equity and inclusive education policies and 

practices to support positive learning environments 

that are respectful and welcoming to all.” This 

document is clearly disconnected from other 

Ontario Ministry of Education documents, 

specifically curriculum ones to which Ontario’s 

teachers refer and use in their pedagogical 

practice. At the secondary school level, some of 

these curriculum documents are over a decade old 

and are in dire need of being updated to reflect the 

Ministry of Education’s vision for equity and 

inclusivity in our schools as all students should feel 

welcomed and safe in the environment where they 

are learning. However, where our LGBTQ students 

are concerned, we are still failing them as their 

safety is continually compromised and this effects 

their well-being, ability to achieve academically 

and can potentially place them in a space where 

they would engage in detrimental at-risk 

behaviours.  

What is required is updated, relevant, inclusive 

curriculum documents that align with the Ministry 

of Education’s equity documents along with 

relevant training for all teachers. 

     Findings from the Interviews 

All of the participants noted that  

they felt that parents are their  

biggest barrier when dealing with  

introducing and embedding LGBTQ topics in the classroom.  

Participant comments from the interviews ranged from 

“certainly any mention of LGBTQ would not be looked upon in 

a positive manner simply because of the community,” 

(Participant B) to “I think that staff still feels that this topic is 

taboo and that parents will get upset if we were to include 

LGBTQ topics in the classroom.”(Participant C). 

  

The second largest barrier in this study was that the 

participants felt that the curriculum documents are not 

specific enough and need to be updated to reflect the needs 

of our diverse students. All participants noted in the 

interviews that they felt that without clearly written and 

clearly mandated curriculum documents from the Ontario 

Ministry of Education, they have no direction to implement 

LGBTQ curriculum in their classrooms and furthermore, should 

a parent complain, they have no document to demonstrate 

specifically the need to embed a more inclusive curriculum. 

Participant comments regarding this barrier ranged from: 

Participant F: “there is very little written in the Ministry of 

Education curriculum documents regarding LGBTQ topics, 

insofar as I know.” 

Participant A: “the Family Studies curriculum has had a draft 

document that is four years old! The curriculum has been 

updated but is on hold and we have not been told why. It is 

extremely frustrating. By the time it (the curriculum) is 

approved, it will be outdated.” 

Participant C: “I am dissatisfied with the curriculum 

documents. I don’t find that they include any specific LGBTQ 

content.”    Also noted were lack of training and time as 

barriers that prevented these participants from embedding 

LGBTQ topics in their classes. 
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