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Pride and Prejudice
Teacher Autonomy and Parent Rights in the  
Incorporation of LGBTQ+ Studies in K–12 Education*

By Ricardo Phipps

Recent resistance to teaching students 
about the history of racial power and 
privilege dynamics in the United 
States has been accompanied by a 

parallel resistance to LGBTQ+ studies and 
resources in K–12 classrooms, libraries, 
and extracurricular spaces. Parents and 
politicians in two particular states have 
launched recent, highly politicized efforts to 
block exposure to LGBTQ+ culture through 
K–12 library book holdings and classroom 
reading curricula. Texas and Virginia have 
been the sites of heated arguments over the 
benefits and the dangers of students read-
ing books with significant LGBTQ+ themes. 

Demands have been made of school boards 
in both states to forbid school libraries from 
circulating LGBTQ+ themed books. In 2021, 
a Texas state legislator, Matt Krause of Fort 
Worth, compiled a list of 850 books that he 
deemed in need of investigation because of 
sexuality- or racism-themed content that he 
found concerning for K–12 consumption.1 
Framing the reading of LGBTQ+ themed 
books in K–12 as an issue of morality, Gov-
ernor Greg Abbott2 insisted that the state’s 
education agency “investigate any criminal 
activity in our public schools involving the 
availability of pornography,” which has 
librarians worried that their book choices 
could be criminalized. 

In Virginia, Governor Glenn Youngkin 
framed book bans as an issue of parental 
prerogative and control.3 The Henrico 
County Public Schools is one of the 
Virginia districts that has established a 
review committee to investigate parent 
concerns about the content of books. A 
parent filed a complaint with the school 
district about the appropriateness of a 
book titled I’m a Gay Wizard, found only 
in a district high school library, citing con-
cerns that a scene of oral sex between two 
boy characters could result in “premature 
sexualization” and subsequent “pornog-
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raphy addiction.”4 Other states, such as 
South Carolina5 and Mississippi,6 have 
been the sites of similar conflicts.

In other states, legislatures have taken 
even more aggressive action to curtail the 
inclusion of LGBTQ+ culture in school 
curricula. Bills in states such as Tennes-
see, Missouri, Louisiana, and Florida have 
called for restrictions on the mention of any 
nonheterosexual orientation in classroom 
or extracurricular activities.7 The first such 
“Don’t Say Gay” bill was introduced dur-
ing Tennessee’s 2005 legislative session. To 
date, such legislation has only been passed 
and signed into law in Florida. The Florida 
law restricts any Florida school district from 
encouraging “classroom discussion about 
sexual orientation or gender identity in 
primary grade levels [particularly K–3] or 
in a manner that is not age-appropriate or 
developmentally appropriate for students.”8 
Critics of “Don’t Say Gay” bills argue that 
they violate the First Amendment rights of 
both educators and students and promote 
stigmatization of LGBTQ+ identity, which 
negatively affects the mental health of stu-
dents who identify as LGBTQ+.

The Impact of LGBTQ+ Studies on  
Student Development
One of the arguments made against the 
rampant banning of LGBTQ+ themed 
books is that these books are instruments 
of self-discovery and identity develop-
ment for some students who do not find 
this support elsewhere.9 In books with pri-
mary characters who identify as LGBTQ+, 
students are able to encounter images of 
themselves and narratives that mirror their 
own or their families’. They find models for 
families with same-sex parents, for cop-
ing with homophobia and transphobia, 
for coming out, and for forming support 
systems beyond their biological family. 
Integration of LGBTQ+ themed literature 
into school curricula also provides a space 
for challenging the homophobic and trans-
phobic messaging that is still common 
in the United States. LGBTQ+ affirming 
course content can be a vital resource for 
healthy cultural identity development.

Several models exist to describe cultural 
identity development, with particular mod-
els articulated to outline various aspects of 
LGBTQ+ identity development. Professor 
Eli Coleman10 posits a five-stage model for 
gay and lesbian adolescent identity develop-
ment. It consists of the pre–coming out stage, 

*This is an edited excerpt, used by permission, from 
a longer article published in the AAUP Journal of 
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see aaup.org/reportspubs/journal-academic-
freedom/volume-13.

http://www.aaup.org/reportspubs/journal-academic-freedom/volume-13
http://www.aaup.org/reportspubs/journal-academic-freedom/volume-13


36    AMERICAN EDUCATOR  |  SPRING 2023

the coming out stage, the exploration stage, 
the first relations stage, and the integration 
stage. In the pre–coming out stage, individu-
als may question their sexual identity due to 
nonnormative sexual thoughts and attrac-
tions and try to resolve the internal conflict 
by seeking out information to increase their 
self-understanding. Books that normalize 
sexual identity confusion can help young 
people realize that they are not alone in their 
struggle for identity clarity and confirma-

tion. Parents who oppose the inclusion of 
LGBTQ+ themed books in school libraries 
and school curriculum argue that LGBTQ+ 
themed books are most dangerous when 
youth are in this pre–coming out stage and 
may not be certain about sexual orientation 
identity.11 They argue that exposing students 
to information about LGBTQ+ identity 
without guidance may lead to premature 
acceptance of gay or lesbian identity. Books 
may also be a source of support during the 
other stages of identity development, dur-
ing which time individuals begin to disclose 
their identity to others and to build their 
first relationships, friendships, and possibly 
romantic relationships as people who iden-

tify as gay or lesbian. Because these types 
of relationships are not commonly seen in 
mainstream culture, individuals may seek 
answers to questions about how to form and 
maintain such relationships from literature. 
The lack of candid conversations in families, 
churches, schools, and other civic settings 
about nonheterosexual identity develop-
ment leaves a vacuum of the information, 
role modeling, and support that is critical 
for healthy self-esteem. Less research has 
been conducted to deepen understanding 
of transgender identity development than 
has been done for gay and lesbian identity 
development.12 Transgender identity devel-
opment models often over-rely on models 
more relevant to sexual orientation identity 
development. A characteristic shared by 
all these differing models is that individu-
als typically experience anxiety about their 
identity not matching the heteronormative, 
cisgender mainstream and about how their 
interpersonal relationships may be affected.

Exposure to LGBTQ+ themed literature 
by students who do not identify as LGBTQ+ 
serves to challenge stereotypes and myths 
that may be held about nonheterosexual 
identities. Students who have been pre-
sented with negative, one-sided messages 
about LGBTQ+ people from home, places 
of worship, or various media outlets can 
explore other aspects of the needs, inter-
ests, and concerns of people who identify 
as LGBTQ+, providing these readers a 
space to reflect on biases and assumptions 
they have formed. Prejudices can typically 
be overcome when the person holding 
them has meaningful contact with the 
group that is the target of prejudice.13 This 
could happen through in-person interac-
tions but may also be facilitated through 
literary contacts with persons from a group 
about whom prejudiced views are held.

The Role of Teachers in LGBTQ+ Studies 
Curriculum Construction 
There is a very practical benefit to trust-
ing teachers to craft lessons that integrate 
LGBTQ+ culture into their classrooms. 
Classrooms can be relatively safe spaces to 
challenge cultural biases and assumptions 
if discussions are managed appropriately.14 
The availability of literature that depicts 
diverse cultures is important in helping 
young people develop cultural sensitivity 
and respect for those from different back-
grounds. In the case of LGBTQ+ culture, 
gaining information about LGBTQ+ history 

and relationship dynamics is important in 
reducing misinformation that can fuel bul-
lying, microaggressions, and other forms 
of discrimination in schools. Numerous 
studies document increased depression, 
anxiety, posttraumatic stress disorder, 
nonsuicidal self-injury, suicidal ideation, 
and suicidal activity linked to discrimina-
tory treatment experienced by LGBTQ+ 
students in schools.15 To make effective 
this practical benefit of supporting teach-
ers’ integration of LGBTQ+ culture into 
their classrooms, teachers must be allowed 
instructional autonomy to craft lessons 
around cultural competence. Instead, sig-
nificant restrictions have been placed on 
educators in some areas.

Simply leaving to teachers decisions 
about integrating LGBTQ+ themes could 
have harmful results. Teachers who have 
unconscious biases toward LGBTQ+ people 
could unknowingly manifest these biases in 
the classroom. Oversight and accountability 
must exist in terms of cultural infusion in 
K–12 curricula. Advisory groups comprised 
of parents, teachers, school counselors, 
administrators, and community represen-
tatives, including people from culturally 
diverse backgrounds (race or ethnicity, 
sexual orientation, gender identity, religion, 
disability, etc.), are needed to support edu-
cators as they design lessons that address 
cultural communities with a history of 
marginalization, and school administrators 
have the ultimate responsibility to monitor 
the pedagogy of their teachers for content 
and teaching style.

Recent movements to limit LGBTQ+ 
themed literature is a matter of academic 
freedom for teachers, but it is also a matter 
of recognition of the LGBTQ+ community 
as a valuable cultural component of society 
rather than as an immoral faction of the 
population that should be avoided and 
silenced, especially by children and adoles-
cents. Teachers who commit to designing 
lessons that include LGBTQ+ cultural con-
tent generally recognize the contributions 
of LGBTQ+ culture and the consequences 
for their students of living in a world that 
does not recognize these contributions. 
However, teacher-education programs 
should include intentional activities to 
equip future teachers to effectively inte-
grate LGBTQ+ themed content into their 
classes. Professor Joseph Jones presents a 
model for faculty in teacher-education pro-
grams to help pre-service teachers learn 
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to address homophobia in K–12 schools.* 
Laurie Hansen (a teacher-education field-
work manager) proposes strategies for fos-
tering safe discussions and critical thinking 
about LGBTQ+ topics.† 

The challenge for teacher-education 
programs is to prepare pre-service teach-
ers to constructively confront resistance 
they may face in integrating LGBTQ+ 
themes into their classrooms. Professors Jill 
Hermann-Wilmarth and Caitlin Law Ryan16 
suggest that it is prudent to expect that 
some parents will object to the inclusion 
of LGBTQ+ themes in elementary school 
classrooms but that teachers should avoid 
overgeneralizing that all parents will resist. 
Hermann-Wilmarth and Ryan suggest help-
ing pre-service teachers gain comfort with 
some simple strategies for navigating the 
inclusion of LGBTQ+ themes in elementary 
school curricula, such as clearly situating 
LGBTQ+ themes within the larger realm of 
inclusion and diversity. The authors suggest 
incorporating LGBTQ+ themed literature as 
part of a series of books about understand-
ing different types of families or traditions, 
alongside topics such as multiracial families 
or families with differently abled people. 
Hermann-Wilmarth and Ryan also recom-
mend creating a space to educate parents 
about the importance of LGBTQ+ inclu-
sion in the elementary classroom and to 
apprise parents of the scope and limits of 
the inclusion so that parents understand the 
age-appropriateness of the lessons. Lastly, 
rather than simply abandoning the lesson 
plan, teachers who encounter resistance 
should be prepared to offer individual 
accommodations for students whose par-
ents adamantly object to their children par-
ticipating in LGBTQ+ themed lessons. For 
pre-service teachers, these can be moments 
of great apprehension and anxiety. Teacher-
education program faculty must commit 
themselves to equipping pre-service teach-
ers to confront the variety of reactions they 
may face to incorporating LGBTQ+ themes 
into elementary classrooms. Faculty should 
also empower pre-service and novice teach-

ers by helping them understand that teach-
ers’ freedom to design and execute curricula 
does not preclude the need to engage with 
parents to secure buy-in.

Current political efforts to prohibit 
any incorporation of LGBTQ+ themes 
in elementary school pedagogy directly 
contradict the multicultural competencies 
required by the Council for the Accredita-
tion of Educator Preparation and priori-
tized in most teacher-education academic 
programs. Do program leaders simply 
yield to legal pressures and stop teaching 
pre-service teachers to skillfully acknowl-
edge alternatives to heteronormativity in 
elementary school classrooms, or do they 
equip pre-service teachers to be advocates 
for inclusion even in defiance of legal 
restrictions? Teacher-education programs 
do not teach pre-service teachers to pro-
mote any particular sexual orientation or 

gender identity but instead prepare them 
to appropriately recognize that differences 
in identity and family structure do exist, 
without endorsing one as preferred and 
others as inferior. 

Conclusion
Rather than restricting K–12 teachers from 
introducing LGBTQ+ themed information 
into their classes, an alternative approach 
is to develop curricula that are transparent 
and provide basic learning objectives 
related to LGBTQ+ culture. These can help 
professionals, including teachers, study 
constructs like cultural competency,17 cul-
tural humility,18 and cultural efficacy19 to 
use as frameworks for their own self-reflec-
tion and professional practice. Teachers 
trained in cultural competency, cultural 
humility, and cultural efficacy are prepared 
to reflect on their own biases and assump-
tions, identify power and privilege dynam-
ics, and craft lessons that are culturally 
affirming. Such educators teach in a way 
that welcomes multiple perspectives. Also, 
having some background in developmen-
tal psychology, educators have insights 
about psychosexual development and 
about what is age-appropriate for students. 
Teacher-education programs need the 
latitude to freely craft their curricula of 
multicultural infusion based on what is 
known about children’s ability to appropri-
ately grasp differing cultural identities from 
the social sciences rather than based on 
political pressures. ☐

For the endnotes, see aft.org/ae/spring2023/
phipps.
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*Jones explains his model in “Infusing Multicultural 
Education into the Curriculum: Preparing Pre-Service 
Teachers to Address Homophobia in K–12 Schools,” 
which is available for free at files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/
EJ1104934.pdf. 
†Hansen shares her strategies in “Encouraging 
Pre-Service Teachers to Address Issues of Sexual 
Orientation in Their Classrooms: Walking the Walk & 
Talking the Talk,” which is available for free at files.eric.
ed.gov/fulltext/EJ1065498.pdf.
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