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Abstract 

EDUCATION AND THE GENDER SPECTRUM: ADDRESSING GENDER 

IDENTITY NEEDS IN THE HIGH SCHOOL ENVIRONMENT. Eason, Donna N., 

2022: Dissertation, Gardner-Webb University.  

This phenomenological study explored the experiences of teachers and administrators in 

addressing the needs of transgender and nonbinary students. Because most current 

research focuses mostly on the experiences of students, this study specifically 

investigated the beliefs, behaviors, challenges, and successes of educators. By analyzing 

the data provided by the participants, teachers and administrators could be made aware of 

how best to create and maintain inclusive school environments. The qualitative 

methodology included interviews with teachers and administrators from a charter school 

and a private school and focused on their thoughts, feelings, and actions regarding 

interactions with students who identify as transgender and nonbinary. Participants were 

asked open-ended questions describing their past and current experiences in education. 

Then, participants’ answers were coded into categories and grouped by emerging themes. 

Results of the study revealed that the participants realized that transgender and nonbinary 

students experience more difficulties academically, emotionally, physically, and socially 

than students who do not identify as transgender and nonbinary. Also, the participants 

expressed a strong desire to engage in inclusive school environments for all their students 

and recognized that they should address their students’ needs in and out of the classroom. 

The study revealed that educators felt a strong need to promote an inclusive climate at 

their schools and be supported by their administration and surrounding community for 

optimal success. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

In 2016, House Bill 2 was passed in North Carolina. This bill forced people to use 

public bathrooms in congruence with their biological sex (House Bill, 2016). With this 

bill, discrimination became legalized. This example is just one of the many ways 

transgender people have experienced oppressive treatment, ranging from unacceptance to 

shunning, to bullying because of their gender identity (Human Rights Watch, 2016). This 

treatment is not directed solely at adults; high school students have received similar 

treatment in society and the educational milieu (Sadowski, 2020). In a place where 

children should feel safe and encouraged, some schools are hostile to the transgender and 

nonbinary population (Gordon et al., 2018). In fact, one high school student in 

Pennsylvania described school as “walking through a hailstorm” (Human Rights Watch, 

2016, p. 17). 

To alleviate the treatment of this population and address the needs of students of 

all gender identities and sexual orientations, the Gay, Lesbian & Straight Education 

Network (GLSEN) was founded in 1990 by a group of teachers who were dedicated to 

improving the educational and social experiences of lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, 

queer, and questioning (LGBTQ) students who suffered from bullying, discrimination, 

and academic failure. It has now grown into an organization that provides resources for 

schools; works with students, parents, faculty, and administration to empower them as 

change agents; and conducts surveys and research to determine current conditions and 

measure improvement. The need for such an organization developed because LGBTQ 

students faced (and are still facing) hardships exponentially greater than their peers, 

including bullying, assault, and discrimination (Long, n.d.). 
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In addition to GLSEN, the Williams Institute also supports the needs of the 

LGBTQ community. This research center emerged from UCLA’s School of Law and 

focuses on sexual orientation, gender identity law, and public policy. Created in 2006, the 

institute’s research is a major contributor to aiding stakeholders to create awareness, 

policies, and laws protecting the LGBTQ community. Among its research are reports of 

the experiences of transgender and nonbinary high school students in different states. 

According to a report focusing on youth in California, 10.3% of middle and high school 

students identify as LGBTQ (Choi et al., 2017). Because of a lack of inclusive and 

supportive policies and practices for LGBTQ students, they often are victims of bullying, 

discrimination, and violence. These harmful acts perpetrated on youth put them in 

mental, emotional, and physical danger as well as academic risk of failure (Human Rights 

Watch, 2016).  

President Nixon signed Title IX of the Education Amendments of 1972, which 

stated that no person in the United States who participates in a public education program 

or activity receiving federal financial assistance in the United States should be 

discriminated against based on sex (Title IX, Education Amendments of 1972, 2015). 

Although there has not been a change to this amendment, there have been advancements 

made in the work sector. In 2020, in a case that addressed a man who was fired from his 

employment because he was gay, the Supreme Court upheld Title VII of the Civil Rights 

Act of 1964, which protects all employees against discrimination based on their sexual 

orientation and gender identity (Bostock v. Clayton County, 2020). As for the Education 

Amendments of 1972, two later versions, the Student Non-Discrimination Act of 2015 

and the Student Non-Discrimination Act of 2018, were reintroduced to the House of 
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Representatives. These versions were designed to protect public school students from 

discrimination based on their actual or perceived gender identity or sexual orientation 

(Polis, 2018). A copy of this act is found in Appendix A. It has yet to be passed; 

nevertheless, schools in individual states have taken action to provide more inclusive, 

safe spaces for LGBTQ youth and adolescents. Senate Bill 48 (2011) passed by the 

California State Legislature, requires schools to include the contributions of LGBTQ 

people in the social sciences. Furthermore, even more schools are reaching out to groups 

that have created curricula that support the inclusion of LGBTQ people and best practices 

for teachers and administrators (Collins & Ehrenhalt, 2018). Nevertheless, there is much 

more work that needs to be done for students who identify as transgender or nonbinary to 

feel safe and welcomed in schools (Mayo, 2014).  

Statement of the Problem 

The GLSEN National School Climate Survey’s report suggested that although 

conditions in schools for lesbian, gay, and bisexual students have improved, victimization 

has become worse for transgender and nonbinary youth (GLSEN and the National Center 

for Transgender Equality, 2018). As a result, transgender teens are at a higher risk of 

violence committed against them and suicide compared to their peers (Jenco, 2019). 

Furthermore, they are more apt to earn lower grades, have a lack of interest in school, 

drop out, or fail to pursue higher education (Page, 2017). 

As for curriculum development in public schools, eight states have laws that 

restrict teachers from including subject matter related to the LGBTQ community in the 

classroom (Stoltzfus, 2016). Indeed, the negative outcomes for transgender and 

nonbinary students are in part because the curriculum does not include people and 
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experiences that reflect their own (Prescott, 2018). Although many teachers want to 

support LGBTQ students, they feel as if they do not have the support or training to do so 

(Minero, 2018). Moreover, many teachers feel a sense of fear in discussing LGBTQ-

centered topics because of the perceived responses of parents (Page, 2017). 

Because there are no protections enacted by Congress based on sexual orientation 

(and often, gender identity is incorrectly included in the idea of sexual orientation), 

private schools are not required to admit LGBTQ students (Petrilli, 2017). In other words, 

private schools that receive money from the federal government are not allowed to 

discriminate based on race, national origin, or disability; yet gender and sexual identity 

are not included in some federal anti-discrimination laws (Gjelten, 2015). 

Transgender and nonbinary students must feel safe, valued, and respected in 

schools in order to have healthy, happy, and productive academic experiences (Collins & 

Ehrenhalt, 2018); thus, schools must foster an inclusive environment through faculty and 

administration’s dedicated participation as change agents (Sadowski, 2020). A classroom 

that supports transgender and nonbinary students can be accomplished by including a 

curriculum with LGBTQ-related subject matter, an acknowledgment and consistent use 

of students’ names and pronouns, and programs and activities that are not gender binary 

or that do not rely heavily on traditional gender roles (Page, 2017). For administration, an 

inclusive school means changing policies and practices, such as bathroom and locker 

room designations, among others (Collins & Ehrenhalt, 2018). Creating a safe and 

welcoming environment for transgender and nonbinary students also includes the 

relationships between the adults and students in the school. For instance, according to 

Greyerbiehl et al. (2015), when students share their sexual orientation or gender identity 
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with adults, the responses of those adults can have a profound effect on the well-being of 

the students.  

In addition, a school with an LGBTQ-inclusive curriculum allows LGBTQ 

students to experience those years feeling safer and more connected to the community 

(McGarry, 2013).  

Creating an LGBTQ-Inclusive Classroom: The Teachers 

To increase LGBTQ-inclusive classrooms, specifically classrooms that address 

the needs of transgender and nonbinary students, teachers must first confront their own 

heteronormative beliefs (Pennell, 2017). Some teachers are not aware that their practices 

and lessons do not represent students who are transgender and nonbinary. Traditional 

activities that divide students into male/female and narratives that feature parents 

consisting of a mother and father do not represent all students. Furthermore, teachers may 

have difficulty in creating an LGBTQ-inclusive curriculum as there may be a lack of 

material, or if the material exists, it may not have been organized in a manner that 

adheres to state standards (Prescott, 2018). In addition, some school districts in the public 

school system as well as individual private schools may have policies that explicitly 

forbid the inclusion of LGBTQ-focused materials and practices (Petrilli, 2017). 

Although using correct pronouns and names when addressing students is of 

utmost importance to the transgender and nonbinary population (Reilly, 2019), some 

teachers have expressed resistance to using gender-neutral pronouns or pronouns 

representing students’ sexual identity because of personal beliefs regarding sexual 

identity that does not conform to a heteronormative model (Sorto, 2019). Others find it 

difficult to use the pronoun “they” as a singular pronoun (Fagell, 2019). 
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Creating an LGBTQ-Inclusive School: The Administration 

According to Mangin (2018), it is important for administrators to develop policies 

that address the needs of transgender and nonbinary students. When principals and other 

administrators create a climate of inclusion, this culture permeates throughout the school. 

Policies should address the rights of students and the expectations of educators. 

Furthermore, by researching and partnering with nonprofit organizations, such as Gender 

Spectrum, an organization that works with transgender and nonbinary youth and their 

families; educational institutions to create inclusive environments and experiences; and 

GLSEN, administrators are able to provide the support and materials everyone needs to 

create an inclusive environment (Mangin, 2018). 

Purpose of the Study 

Throughout the years at my current school, I have had the opportunity to teach 

several students who identified as nonbinary. Initially, interacting with my nonbinary 

students wrought some difficulty, especially addressing them by preferred pronouns. 

Although the students had told me what pronouns they preferred, I would find myself 

falling into the habit of addressing them by pronouns that I felt they resembled 

physically. Each time, I would be so upset with myself for failing my students at such a 

fundamental level and would vow to not repeat this faux pas. Nevertheless, the 

misgendering happened over and over. In conversing with other teachers about my 

struggles, I would find that they also had difficulties with using correct pronouns for their 

students. Some of them did not even know which pronouns their students preferred; they 

just assumed the pronouns were the same as what they perceived their gender identity to 

be. I would often hear the frustration in teachers’ voices, and several of them just gave up 
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on even attempting to remember to address their students correctly. This left a profound 

effect on me and drove me to want to learn more about the experiences of teachers with 

transgender and nonbinary students and how we could create better environments for 

both educators and students. 

Thus, this study focused on the experiences and perceptions of teachers and 

administrators who address the needs of transgender and nonbinary students. Using the 

phenomenology methodology, this study examined the feelings and understandings of the 

participants, not merely the practices conducted by them. The literature abounds with 

facts about the treatment and feelings of LGBTQ students (GLSEN, 2018; Gordon et al., 

2018; Stewart, 2016) and the resources and tools needed to create more gender-inclusive 

schools (Collins & Ehrenhalt, 2018; Mayo, 2014; Sadowski, 2020). However, there is 

very little material related to the experiences of teachers and administrators before, 

during, and after applying practices and policies. Therefore, this study used interviews to 

capture the narratives of faculty and staff in both a public (charter) school and private 

school to foster a better understanding of their journeys. It is not meant to judge practices 

in schools but to observe any successes as well as challenges in the process of addressing 

the needs of transgender and nonbinary students the faculty and staff face. The sites were 

not specifically chosen because they were in the process of creating a more gender-

inclusive environment. Instead, they were selected through convenience because they 

were of similar size and location. It is hoped that comparisons will be more easily made 

based on their similarities. An important note: This study focused on gender identity, not 

sexual orientation. Gender identity is defined as how a person views themself as it relates 

to male, female, both sexes, or neither; sexual orientation is defined as to whom a person 



8 

 

is romantically, sexually, or emotionally attracted (LGBTQIA Resource Center, 2020). 

Research Questions 

 The following research questions focus this study: 

1. How do teachers describe their experiences with transgender and nonbinary 

students? 

2. How do administrators and staff describe their experiences with transgender 

and nonbinary students? 

Overview of Methodology 

This study used a qualitative methodology, specifically that of a 

phenomenological study. Its purpose is to explore an issue in a specific setting through 

the lens of specific people. It relies on the thick descriptions and presentations of the 

participants rather than on quantitative measures; thus, the population is small and 

focused (Creswell, 2012). Because I wanted to focus on the lived experiences of 

individuals as it relates to a particular phenomenon (i.e., addressing the needs of 

transgender and nonbinary students), phenomenology was most appropriate. 

Phenomenology is “the essence of something as it is described and…how it functions in 

the lived experience and how it shows itself in consciousness as an object of reflection” 

(Peoples, 2020, p. 28).  

I interviewed participants individually so they felt a sense of freedom to express 

themselves fully. In March 2020, schools in North Carolina were closed to students and 

adults as a result of COVID-19, which affected all areas of the United States and other 

parts of the world economically, socially, and physically (Centers for Disease Control 

and Prevention [CDC], 2020a). As a result of its highly contagious nature, people were 
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urged by their state and national governments to participate in social distancing by 

teleworking from home and remaining separated from others who were not a part of their 

household (CDC, 2020b). Because of social distancing during the pandemic, these 

interviews were conducted via the teleconferencing tool Zoom, which allowed 

participants to see and communicate with each other through their computers.  

Definition of Terms 

Most of the following terms come from the Gender Spectrum website; however, 

their definitions appear in other publications of organizations focused on supporting the 

LGBTQ community. For the purpose of this study, I only listed words related to gender 

identity that are used in this document. 

In describing people who do not use a binary gender identity (male or female), I 

selected the term “nonbinary.” Initially, I had chosen to use the term “gender 

nonconforming,” as that was a term that appeared more prevalent in my readings and one 

with which I was most familiar. Upon interviewing several participants, however, they 

commented that they found that term offensive in that it signified that people who do not 

use binary designations are outside of what is considered normal and/or conforming to 

the mainstream rules of society. Furthermore, after I asked members of the transgender 

community about word choice, they also agreed that although there are several terms to 

describe a person who does not use a binary designation, the term nonbinary was 

acceptable and not viewed as offensive.  

Cisgender 

One’s gender identity aligns with their assigned sex at birth (Gender Spectrum, 

n.d.).  
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Gender Binary  

Presenting gender according to two categories: boy/man and girl/woman. 

Cisgender and transgender people can have a gender identity that is binary (Gender 

Spectrum, n.d.).  

Gender Expression 

How one presents their gender to the world and how the outside world perceives 

and interacts with one’s gender (Gender Spectrum, n.d.). 

Gender Identity  

One’s internal sense of self as masculine, feminine, both, neither, or something 

else. Sexual identity means the same thing and is often used interchangeably (Gender 

Spectrum, n.d.). 

Gender Nonconforming 

 A person who does not view oneself as adhering to the traditional roles of a 

binary gender system. It can also mean that a person does not identify as male or female 

(GLSEN and the National Center for Transgender Equality, 2018). 

Gender Role  

How a person is expected to behave based on cisgender assignments (Gender 

Spectrum, n.d.).  

Heteronormativity 

 The belief that the default state of a person is to be heterosexual and cisgendered. 

This is how “normal” people are expected to be (Russo, n.d.). 

LGBTQ 

 Stands for lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and queer. Sometimes, the Q stands 
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for questioning (Gender Spectrum, n.d.) 

Nonbinary 

 Means the same as gender nonconforming; however, unlike gender 

nonconforming, it seems to adhere more to queer theory and normalizing a nonbinary 

identification. 

Queer 

 Historically has been used as a derogatory slur to describe people whose sexual 

orientation and sexual identity have been other than heterosexual and cisgendered. Many 

people in the LGBTQ community have reclaimed this term to describe members of this 

community (LGBTQIA Resource Center, 2020). 

Sex  

The label assigned to a person (either male or female) upon one’s birth. It is 

determined by a person’s external genitalia and internal reproductive organs (Gender 

Spectrum, n.d.) 

Sexual Orientation 

Who a person is physically, emotionally, and/or romantically attracted to (Gender 

Spectrum, n.d.).  

Sexually Fluid 

 Describes the notion that one’s sexual orientation is not fixed and instead exists 

on a spectrum. Gender fluidity has a similar definition in that one’s sense of identity can 

change and is not always defined by specific terms (Lampen, 2018). 

Transgender 

Used to describe a person whose gender identity differs from their assigned sex 
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(Gender Spectrum, n.d.). 

Transphobia 

The fear, dislike of, and/or prejudice against transgender people (Gender 

Spectrum, n.d.). 

Significance of the Study 

This study explored the experiences of teachers and administrators in a public 

(charter) school and private school setting as they address the needs of transgender and 

nonbinary students. A lack of research exists on the mental and emotional states of 

teachers and administrations who address the needs of transgender and nonbinary 

students. Most of the material accessible to me focused on the experiences of the students 

and the ways in which schools could and did improve their communities through 

applicable means. It is my hope that shining a light on the experiences of the teachers and 

administrators will allow educators, students, and parents to have a deeper sense of 

awareness and understanding of the importance of creating inclusive environments.  

Limitations and Delimitations 

Limitations are situations of concern that are outside of the researcher’s control, 

whereas delimitations are limitations that are set by the researcher (Theofanidis & 

Fountouki, 2019). The limitations and delimitations are challenges the researcher must be 

aware of and try to minimize to create the most valid and thorough study possible. 

Limitations 

In this study, the COVID-19 pandemic is a situation over which the researcher has 

no control. In March 2020, the United States was placed on a social distancing mandate 

that greatly reduced people’s access to their work environments (CDC, 2020b). As a 
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result, educators were only able to teach through video conferencing and online resources 

and did not have face-to-face interactions with their colleagues and students. For 

interviews conducted in this study, participants were not interviewed in their schools but 

in their homes via teleconferencing; thus, I was limited by participants’ environments.  

Other limitations included those directly related to the interview process. I had 

some participants who provided limited responses. Likewise, some responders possibly 

shaped their answers because of a desire to appear in a certain manner (Weiss, 1994). 

Likewise, the study topic itself was a limitation because the conversation of gender 

identity can be uncomfortable to some educators due to their own beliefs (Minero, 2018). 

Furthermore, because I am an employee at a private school, participants from their 

private school may have felt a sense of hesitancy or reluctance to share their experiences 

due to a sense of competition. Hopefully, by fostering an environment of trust and 

openness, this did not impact the interviews.  

Delimitations 

Delimitations included the choice of schools and educators for the interview 

process. I chose one public (charter) school and one private school, with approximately 

eight people per school being interviewed. This number may have been too small to 

achieve saturation for data analysis. Another delimitation was the decision to choose only 

schools in the Raleigh, North Carolina region. By only using this area, both schools are 

under the influence of laws and regulations governing their region. Other regions were 

not chosen because of convenience and timeliness in interviewing participants in close 

proximity. The participants were all comfortable with the topic and eager to engage in the 

interview process. If I had chosen participants with various degrees of comfort with the 
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topic, there may have been more variety in responses. The choice of theoretical 

framework (queer theory, social identity, and ecological systems theory) might have 

affected my observations and interpretation of the data. Furthermore, in a standardized, 

open-ended interview (which I used), the lack of flexibility might have limited the 

naturalness of responses (Patton, 2014). Lastly, my own inherent biases might have 

influenced data collection and analysis. 

Conclusion 

This dissertation focused on the experiences of teachers and administrators in 

addressing the concerns of transgender and nonbinary students. Chapter 1 outlined the 

problem and the purpose of the study. Chapter 2, the Literature Review, explores queer 

theory, social identity theory, and ecological systems theory as lenses through which to 

understand the experiences of transgender and nonbinary people. It presents the 

experiences of LGBTQ students in high schools and looks at how teachers and 

administrators are or are not meeting the needs of the students. Furthermore, Chapter 2 

explains different legislation related to public (charter) schools and the governance of 

private schools. Chapter 3 discusses the methodology used in the study and the process 

undertaken in order to obtain rich and nuanced data fitting for a phenomenological study. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

Overview 

This literature review looks at a brief history of governmental policies regarding 

the rights of members of the LGBTQ community. It presents the experiences of LGBTQ 

students as well as teachers’ and administrators’ practices in addressing these issues. This 

chapter also looks at social identity theory, queer theory, and ecological systems theory 

as lenses to accurately present the experiences of these students and the importance of 

addressing the concerns of transgender and nonbinary students. Lastly, this chapter 

explores the similarities and differences between public and private education and how 

they impact teachers and administrators.  

Government Regulations Regarding LGBTQ Rights 

 The rights of LGBTQ people, specifically transgender people, have been denied 

and recognized throughout governmental history. Transgender people have been subject 

to discrimination in the sectors of employment, health care, and day-to-day life 

experiences. Most of the discriminatory acts have been proposed and passed through state 

government. In the last 5 years, there has been more federal government activity than in 

previous years (Howard University, 2018). 

Title IX of the Education Amendments of 1972 

One of the major determinants of gender inclusion in schools is federal and state 

legislation. This determines the “rules” of society in particular areas and gives schools a 

guide for what they can do and what would be discouraged. Title IX is a federal law that 

“prohibits discrimination on the basis of sex in any federally funded education program 

or activity” (Title IX, Education Amendments of 1972, 2015, Sec. 1681). Its primary 
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objective is to forbid the use of federal funds to institutions that promote sex 

discrimination and provide protection for those who are disadvantaged by those practices. 

It was signed on June 23, 1972, by President Richard Nixon. This law specifically 

protects citizens from sex discrimination, but it does not address gender identity; thus, 

transgender and nonbinary people are not protected under this act.  

On May 13, 2016, Catherine E. Lhamon, the Assistant Secretary of the United 

States for Civil Rights, and Vanita Gupta, the Principal Deputy Assistant Attorney for 

Civil Rights, drafted a Dear Colleague letter (a letter sent to members of a legislative 

body by a colleague seeking support for a new bill or issue) requesting the same 

protection under Title IX for transgender students. The letter stated that because U.S. 

Departments “[treated] a student’s gender identity as the student’s sex for purposes of 

Title IX and its implementing regulations…a school must not treat a transgender student 

differently from the way it treats other students of the same gender identity” (Lhamon & 

Gupta, 2016, p. 2). Furthermore, the letter urged that “nondiscrimination on the basis of 

sex requires schools to provide transgender students equal access to educational programs 

and activities even in circumstances in which other students, parents, or community 

members raise objections or concerns” (Lhamon & Gupta, 2016, p. 2). The letter outlined 

the different ways in which Title IX must support transgender students, focusing on safe 

environments, identification documents and use of names and pronouns, activities and 

facilities, social organizations, housing and overnight lodging, and privacy. See Appendix 

B for the letter in its entirety. 

As a result of the Dear Colleague Letter on Transgender Students and a letter to 

Emily Prince from James A. Ferg-Cadima, Acting Deputy Assistant Secretary for Policy, 



17 

 

the departments of education and justice submitted a two-page Dear Colleague letter 

rescinding the policies outlined in the previous documents (Gold et al., 2017). See 

Appendix C for the two-page Dear Colleague letter.  

Updates to Title IX Under Biden Administration 

 In June 2022, the Biden administration proposed an expansion of Title IX to 

protect students and educators in any educational institution or program from 

discrimination based on gender identity and sexual orientation. This move is the first time 

transgender youth, adolescents, and adults have been included in protections under Title 

IX (Gallegos, 2022). Not only are members of the LGBTQ community provided this 

protection, but so are their parents and guardians, who have the right to support their 

LGBTQ children. The expansion urges schools to make visible and public their policies 

on nondiscrimination to all members of the educational community (Gallegos, 2022). 

 The commencement of reviewing and making changes to Title IX began in March 

2021 as Executive Order 14021 (2021). It specifically stated, 

It is the policy of my Administration that all students should be guaranteed an 

educational environment free from discrimination on the basis of sex, including 

discrimination in the form of sexual harassment, which encompasses sexual 

violence, and including discrimination on the basis of sexual orientation or gender 

identity. For students attending schools and other educational institutions that 

receive Federal financial assistance, this guarantee is codified, in part, in Title IX 

of the Education Amendments of 1972, 20 U.S.C. 1681 et seq., which prohibits 

discrimination on the basis of sex in education programs or activities receiving 

Federal financial assistance. (Section 1) 
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The complete executive order can be found in Appendix D.  

Fair Education Act 

The basis of the Fair Education Act is a study by the California Safe Schools 

Coalition that shows that when the LGBTQ community is included in the instructional 

materials in a classroom, all students, regardless of sexual orientation and gender identity, 

feel increased safety. In addition, there is a decrease in bullying. Furthermore, when the 

contributions are LGBTQ people are part of the curriculum, LGBTQ students are more 

likely to participate academically in a positive manner (Los Angeles County Department 

of Education, 2011); thus, this act, signed into law on July 14, 2011, requires California 

schools to include contributions by and representation of the LGBTQ community in 

public school history and social science texts. This was a ground-breaking move towards 

inclusion and equity. 

Student Non-Discrimination Act of 2018 

The Student Non-Discrimination Act of 2018 was introduced to Congress on 

March 21, 2018, by Rep. Jared Polis. It focused on discrimination in public schools based 

on sexual orientation and gender identity. Its purposes were to ensure that all students 

have access to public education in a safe environment free from discrimination and 

harassment based on perceived or actual sexual orientation or gender identity and that 

there are laws in place to combat any discrimination based on sexual orientation or 

gender identity (Polis, 2018). This bill has not been passed by Congress yet. 

House Bill 755 – NC Parents’ Bill of Rights 

On May 25, 2021, House Bill 755, also called the Parents’ Bill of Rights, was 

proposed by North Carolina Republicans in the 2021-2022 session. This bill would 
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restrict any teaching of sexual orientation and gender identity to students in kindergarten 

to third grade. It also stated that parents would be notified if their child wanted to change 

their name or pronoun (Parents' Bill of Rights, 2021). Opponents of this bill felt the harm 

that “outing” students to their parents would be tremendous, possibly resulting in suicide 

(Lee & Morris, 2022). The bill passed the N.C. Senate on June 1, 2022. 

Bills Regarding Medical Treatment of Transgender Youth 

Youth Health Protection Act. In April 2021, Republicans proposed S.B. 514 to 

the North Carolina General Assembly which would prevent people under the age of 21 

from access to medical procedures and treatments regarding gender reassignment. The 

bill includes hormone therapy and surgical procedures (Youth Health Protection Act, 

2021). It is viewed as unlikely that this bill would become a law because of low support 

and the extreme nature of the treatment of transgender youth (Killian, 2021). However, 

there have been high emotions related to offering medical treatment to youth on both 

sides of the debate. In favor of restricting medical treatment to transgender youth is Idaho 

Representative Bruce Skaug. In March 2022, when speaking about House Bill 675, he 

referred to medical treatment for transgender youth as “sterilizing and mutilating 

children” (Russell, 2022, para. 3). 

States With Bills Being Considered. In 2021, Arkansas passed House Bill 1570, 

which prohibited medical treatment for transgender youth (SAFE Act, 2021). According 

to Cox (2021), as of 2021, the following states have proposed bills that restrict, prohibit, 

and/or criminalize any medical treatment, including hormone therapy and medical 

surgeries, for transgender minors: 

• Alabama HB 1, SB 10: "Vulnerable Child Compassion and Protection Act" 
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prohibits gender confirmation therapy for minors and medical treatment 

without parental consent. 

• Florida HB 935: "Vulnerable Child Protection Act" criminalizes transgender 

surgical procedures and medical treatments. 

• Georgia HB 401: “Vulnerable Child Protection Act" prevents health care 

professionals from performing transgender medical procedures on minors. 

• Kansas SB 214: "Making it a crime for a physician to perform gender 

reassignment surgery or hormone replacement therapy on certain children" 

criminalizes providing transgender medical treatment to minors. 

• Kentucky HB 477: "An Act relating to parental consent for transgender 

healthcare services" prohibits transgender health care services for minors 

without parental consent. 

• Louisiana SB 104: "Provides relative to gender therapy and minors" prohibits 

consent of minors to receive gender therapy and requires parental consent 

under certain circumstances. 

• Missouri SB 442: "Modifies provisions relating to gender reassignment 

treatment for children" prohibits transgender medical treatment to anyone 

younger than 18. 

• Montana HB 427: "An Act Providing for Youth Health Protection Laws" 

prohibits health care providers from performing gender confirmation 

procedures on minors. 

• New Hampshire HB 68: "Relative to the definition of child abuse" adds 

gender confirmation treatments and surgery to the definition of child abuse. 
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• Oklahoma SB 676: "An Act relating to crime and punishment; making 

certain medical treatment unlawful; providing definition; providing for certain 

penalty; providing for codification; and providing an effective date" prohibits 

transgender medical procedures for anyone younger than 21 years old. 

• South Carolina H4047: "SC Minor Child Compassion and Protection Act" 

criminalizes transgender medical treatments for minors with some exceptions. 

• Tennessee HB 0578: Acts to amend prior bills prohibiting gender 

confirmation therapy without parental consent to prepubescent minors and 

minors who have entered puberty. 

• Texas HB 4014, SB 1646, HB 2693, HB 1399, HB 68: Prohibits gender 

confirmation procedures for minors; classifies transgender medical procedures 

as child abuse. 

• Utah HB 92: "Medical Practice Amendments" prohibits medical professionals 

from performing transgender procedures on a minor. (para. 5) 

North Carolina Department of Public Instruction and PowerSchool 

In March 2021, the North Carolina Department of Public Instruction announced 

that the student information system that all North Carolina public schools are required to 

use, PowerSchool, will not display students’ preferred names and will not list students’ 

gender publicly. This action was initiated by a letter sent by the Campaign for Southern 

Equality and signed by more than 300 educators, mental health providers, community 

activists, parents, and students (Polaski, 2021). 

Conditions of LGBTQ Students in High Schools 

In June 2016, the National Education Association, the United States’ largest 
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professional organization of and for educators from preschool to university graduate 

programs, created the Legal Guidance on Transgender Students’ Rights, a document that 

outlines transgender and nonbinary students’ rights in the public school system. These 

rights include the right not to be treated differently than other students, especially as it 

relates to discipline; the right to be called by preferred names and pronouns and the 

ability to express their transgendered identity (for instance, through dress); the right to 

have medical and personal records be considered private and not disclosed without the 

transgender student’s consent; the right to be treated with respect and not subjected to 

bullying and harassment; the right to have equal educational opportunities; and the right 

to use facilities consistent with their gender identity (National Education Association, 

2016). The document further explains the conditions that transgender and nonbinary 

students have experienced and what schools can do to create environments that allow for 

inclusivity and safety for these students.  

For students to thrive in schools, it is important for them to feel safe and 

appreciated. That has not been the experience for all students, however. Students who are 

perceived to be members of the LGBTQ community, whether they identify or not, often 

are the victims of bullying, harassment, and victimization (Human Rights Watch, 2016). 

As a result, some of these students are unable to achieve high academic goals and suffer 

from poor physical and mental health (Sadowski, 2020). Transgender and nonbinary 

students are particularly at a disadvantage in schools. Although lesbian, gay, and bisexual 

students have shown an increase in feelings of security in high school, transgender and 

nonbinary students’ experiences have gotten worse since previous GLSEN surveys 

(GLSEN, 2018). In other words, the needs of LGB students over time have become more 
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understood and addressed; however, the policies and practices designed to protect LGB 

students have not translated into protections for students based on gender identity 

(McGuire et al., 2010). 

In order for transgender and nonbinary students’ experiences to improve, it is 

important for schools to create a gender-inclusive environment (Sadowski, 2020). This 

process involves creating inclusive curricula in the classroom, practicing correct pronoun 

and name usage for transgender and nonbinary students, and creating policies that 

celebrate all students (Mayo, 2014). Furthermore, students feel that if adults would 

intervene more in cases of bullying and harassment, schools would develop a more 

inclusive climate (McGuire et al., 2010).  

Nevertheless, for some teachers and schools, this has been met with difficulty 

(Stoltzfus, 2016). In some cases, policies have not been put into place to guide the 

practices of the school community. Transgender students are restricted in their 

extracurricular opportunities (Critchfield, 2021). Furthermore, prejudice and beliefs 

among students, parents, faculty, and administration foster an exclusive and hostile 

environment for transgender and nonbinary students (Reilly, 2019).  

Advocacy organizations, such as Gender Spectrum, Teaching Tolerance, and 

GLSEN, among others, have been supportive in providing resources for elementary, 

middle, and high schools (Southern Poverty Law Center, 2018). They also hold 

conferences and further education opportunities for faculty and administration (Gender 

Spectrum, 2019). These organizations are only as successful, however, as the school 

climate allows them to be. Therefore, it is important that for any school to create a 

climate that allows all students and adults to thrive healthily and productively, there must 
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be an understanding of a school’s culture (Gruenert & Whitaker, 2015). 

National School Climate Survey 

In 1999, GLSEN conducted its first National School Climate Survey to provide 

data responding to the concerns of LGBTQ students in public schools. This survey, 

administered biennially, examined several factors regarding the experiences of LGBTQ 

students, including students’ level of safety; students’ victimization from harassment and 

discrimination; students’ experiences with faculty and staff; school policies and practices; 

and schools’ support systems. The 2017 National School Climate Survey is GLSEN’s 

latest report on the state of public schools as it relates to the LGBTQ community. The 

sample population of students surveyed was 23,001 between the ages of 13 and 21 and in 

Grades 6-12. They were from all 50 states, Washington, D.C., and five U.S. territories. 

One-third were students of color. There is no indication of the number of students who 

were transgender or who were nonbinary youth and adolescents; however, an effort was 

made to reach out to organizations that worked predominately with these groups (Kosciw 

et al., 2018b). Therefore, although the focus of the study is the transgender and nonbinary 

population, information from the GLSEN report includes all students in the LGBTQ 

community.  

The results of the GLSEN report were that LGBTQ students felt unsafe in their 

schools. Specifically, the majority of the students felt they were victims of bullying, 

harassment, and assault from students. Additionally, students felt targeted by both their 

sexual orientation and gender identity. More disturbingly, they indicated that they did not 

feel supported by teachers and administrators (GLSEN, 2018). 
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Youth Risk Behavior Survey  

The 2017 Youth Risk Behavior Survey (YRBS) is given out of the CDC’s Youth 

Risk Behavior Surveillance System to identify the leading causes of disability, illness, 

and death of youth and young adults. It uses a sample of students at the national, state, 

and local levels, and in 2017, the survey used data collected from 39 states and 21 large 

urban school districts. 

The survey is not population specific – meaning that it is not only focused on 

LGBTQ youth. Nevertheless, the 2017 survey was the second year the LGBTQ 

community was highlighted. For this particular year, 10 states – Colorado, Delaware, 

Hawaii, Maine, Maryland, Massachusetts, Michigan, Rhode Island, Vermont, and 

Wisconsin – and nine urban school districts – Boston, Broward County, Cleveland, 

Detroit, D.C., Los Angeles, New York City, San Diego, and San Francisco – tested 

questions that focused on the experiences of transgender youth. The data studied 

violence, substance abuse, suicide risk, and sexual risk behaviors (Johns et al., 2019). 

The results of the YRBS indicated that LGBTQ students felt more at risk for 

violence from their counterparts. They also experienced more substance abuse, suicide 

risk, and risky sexual and unhealthy behaviors (Centers for Disease Control and 

Prevention Division of Adolescent and School Health, 2017). 

Bullying, Harassment, and Assault 

Per the GLSEN report, LGBTQ students expressed a high level of feeling unsafe 

in their schools. Transgender students and nonbinary students especially felt school was a 

dangerous place, with 44.6% feeling unsafe at school because of their gender expression 

and 35% feeling unsafe at school because of their gender. In addition to feeling unsafe at 
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school in general, more than four in 10 students avoided semi-secluded and gender-

segregated spaces in school because they felt unsafe or uncomfortable (Kosciw et al., 

2018a). The YRBS showed that 27% of students felt unsafe at or going to or from school, 

and 35% were bullied at school (Johns et al., 2019).  

With a lack of faculty involvement and observation, LGBTQ students felt they 

were at the mercy of other students who participated in bullying behavior. Oftentimes, 

these students were harassed and bullied in places that were hidden from teachers. 

Nevertheless, in some incidences, malicious treatment from others occurred in more open 

areas, such as gym class or the cafeteria (Kosciw et al., 2018a). 

At times, behavior directed towards LGBTQ students became dangerous. LGBTQ 

students experienced verbal harassment based on gender expression and gender. LGBTQ 

students were physically assaulted in the past year based on gender expression and 

gender. Few students did not have at least some incidences of verbal harassment. In fact, 

the percentages for “Frequently” and “Often” combined were greater than “Sometimes” 

and more so than “Rarely” (Kosciw et al., 2018a). 

In addition to verbal harassment, transgender and nonbinary students were subject 

to physical harassment. Unfortunately, the percentage of students who “rarely” 

experienced any form of physical harassment based on their gender expression was lower 

than those who had at least “sometimes” experienced it (Kosciw et al., 2018a).  

More violent, physical assault was also a reality for many transgender and 

nonbinary students. In this case, the percentage of students who had experienced some 

sort of physical assault was almost equal to those who rarely experienced it (Kosciw et 

al., 2018a). Interestingly, in this survey, there was no category “Never.” It suggested that 
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harassment and assault were constant realities for transgender and nonbinary students. 

Furthermore, according to Human Rights Watch (2016), transgender students were twice 

as likely to be physically attacked, verbally harassed, and excluded by other students at 

school. According to a report by the New York Civil Liberties Union, over half of the 

transgender students who suffered verbal harassment or physical or sexual assault or were 

expelled due to their gender identity attempted suicide (Bekiempis, 2015). 

Faculty and Staff Treatment of Students 

GLSEN’s report presented that although students were victims of violent attacks, 

oftentimes they did not report these incidences to faculty or administration. Over half of 

LGBTQ students who were harassed or assaulted in school did not report the incident to 

school staff, mostly because they doubted that effective intervention would occur or 

feared the situation could become worse if reported. More than 60% of the students who 

did report an incident said that school staff did nothing in response or told the student to 

ignore it. Overwhelmingly, students did not report such behavior to school staff or family 

members. For those who did report the incidents, in some cases, nothing was done 

(Kosciw et al., 2018a). 

LGBTQ students had a variety of reasons as to why they did not report incidents 

of harassment or assault to the school staff. They ranged from not thinking the staff 

would do anything about it to not wanting to be “outed” to others (Kosciw et al., 2018a). 

Students’ beliefs that staff would not do anything about the ill-treatment of LGBTQ 

students were greatly reflected in the report. Because of prior experiences and 

observations, LGBTQ students also expressed that they were uncomfortable approaching 

staff because they feared they would be treated as perpetrators or, at the least, deserving 
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of their treatment. Students also felt that the staff had negative perceptions of LGBTQ 

students (Kosciw et al., 2018a). Indeed, in some cases, students were blamed for the 

treatment they received because they were too “open” about their gender identity or 

sexuality (Human Rights Watch, 2016). Perhaps the most disturbing reason was that the 

school staff were part of the harassment (Kosciw et al., 2018a). In some cases, teachers 

would even laugh at the harassment (Human Rights Watch, 2016). 

In addition, in some cases, teachers will purposefully refuse to use a student’s 

preferred name and/or pronouns (Reilly, 2019). Teachers would feel that their rights are 

being violated because religiously, they do not agree with the idea of transgender and 

nonbinary people. In New York, some teachers and administrators misgender students or 

refuse to call them by their chosen name rather than their birth name, and some of these 

teachers even ignore harassment that they may witness (Bekiempis, 2015). 

Anti-LGBTQ Remarks at School 

Students reported that remarks by other students and faculty/staff tended to be 

derogatory and harmful. Ninety-four percent of LGBTQ students heard negative remarks 

about gender expression, with 62.2% hearing these remarks often or frequently; 87.4% of 

LGBTQ students heard negative remarks specifically about transgender people, and 

45.6% heard them often or frequently. Negative remarks were not delivered just by other 

students; 71% of students reported hearing negative remarks about gender expression 

from teachers or other school staff. Students heard remarks about gender expression more 

often than not, with transgender students being subjected to derogatory slurs. With gender 

expression, students who did not conform to cisgender standards were criticized for not 

acting in a manner that is considered normal. Interestingly, students who were considered 
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biologically male by others but did not conform to “masculine” standards expressed 

hearing comments about not acting “masculine enough” more than students who are 

considered biologically female heard comments about not acting “feminine enough” 

(Kosciw et al., 2018a). 

Discriminatory School Policies and Practices 

One issue preventing LGBTQ students from feeling welcomed and included in 

their schools is the behavior of faculty and administration, particularly as it relates to 

school policies and practices. LGBTQ students are treated differently, oftentimes in 

egregious ways, from their non-LGBTQ peers. According to the GLSEN report, 31.3% of 

LGBTQ students stated that they were disciplined for public displays of affection that 

their peers were not; 22.6% of LGBTQ students were prevented from wearing clothes 

considered “inappropriate” based on their legal sex (Kosciw et al., 2018a).  

The GLSEN report illustrated that work is needed to create inclusive schools 

where LGBTQ students feel welcome and respected, and this work begins with the 

faculty and staff. School communities must understand that changes within the culture 

will be a slow process; not everyone will grasp the importance and knowledge of creating 

a gender-inclusive environment (Hall & Hord, 2014). However, school leaders must be at 

the forefront of guiding their faculty and staff through this process to ensure the best 

school culture for all (Fullan, 2001). 

Social Identity, Queer, and Ecological Systems: Theoretical Framework 

 In exploring the conditions of transgender and nonbinary students and the 

experiences of faculty, administration, and staff, this study used a triple theoretical 

framework. Social identity theory looks at the process in which people determine their 
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personal and community identities through their interactions with others. Queer theory 

explores the perception of members of the LGBTQ community and others outside of that 

community and their effects. Lastly, ecological systems theory examines how a person’s 

surroundings, such as their location, shape their norms, values, beliefs, and practices. 

Social Identity Theory 

  Social identity theory was constructed in the 1960s to address ideas related to the 

field of social psychology. It adheres to the belief that one’s personal identity is tied to 

membership in a particular group or groups. Henri Tajfel, one of the developers of social 

identity theory, explained, 

Social and personal identity are conceptualized as hypothetical cognitive 

structures that together make up most of the self-concept, each component is in 

turn made up of more restricted cognitive elements such as particular social 

categorizations of sex, nationality, political affiliation, religion, and personal 

characteristics such as bodily attributes, and personal tastes. The sum total of the 

social group identifications used by an individual to define him or herself creates 

their social identity. (Halldorson, 2009, p. 5) 

Important concepts within social identity theory are in-group and out-group. A person’s 

in-group is the group with which they identify, and the out-group is one with which they 

do not claim membership. This idea of in-groups and out-groups can foster the mentality 

of “us” versus “them.” Three processes lend to the creation of this mentality: social 

categorization, social identification, and social comparison (David, 2015). With social 

categorization, people within and without particular groups label themselves according to 

those groups. People typically belong to several groups at a time. Through social 
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categorization, people develop an understanding of themselves and others. In fact, the 

identity of a person is formed through self-categorization (Stets & Burke, 2000). Figure 1 

represents the creation of social groups and its relationship to categorization. 

Figure 1 

Development of Identity Into Distinct Groups 

  

Figure 1 reflects that a person’s personal identity is connected to the social groups 

in which they consider themselves (Baxter, 2016). Social identification lends itself to 

perceived and expected behaviors of groups from those within and without the groups 

(Terry et al., 1999). Members of the group take on the beliefs and behaviors of that group 

(Stets & Burke, 2000). In this way, members become emotionally and mentally invested. 
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Lastly, social comparison focuses on members within and without measuring themselves 

against each other (Hogg, 2000). At this point, prejudice, discrimination, and feelings of 

supremacy can become apparent. Social theory relates to the field of education in that 

educators may be influenced by their personal concepts of identity in their behavior and 

beliefs toward transgender and nonbinary students.  

In developing questions for my interviews, I considered how students develop an 

understanding and acceptance of their identities throughout their high school experiences. 

Many of my questions were about how educators felt they impacted this significant 

student development. 

Queer Theory 

Queer theory emerged out of the fields of feminist and queer studies (Klages, 

1997). Coined by critical theorist Teresa de Lauretis in the 1990s, it focuses on viewing 

the concept of queerness as it interrelates with rejecting the idea of heteronormativity, 

questioning the belief that gay and lesbian studies are homogenous, and accepting how 

race plays a part in sexual orientation and gender identities (Jagose, 2005). It challenges 

the notion that there is such a thing as a set “normal” and views sexuality and gender 

expression as existing on a continuum (Smith, 1998). See Figure 2 for an example of the 

development of queer theory. 
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Figure 2 

Example of Historical Emergence of Queer Theories 

 

Figure 2 is from “Decentering Heteronormativity: A Model for Family Studies” 

(Oswald et al., 2005, p. 147). According to Plummer (2011), queer theory makes the 

assertions that “both the heterosexual/homosexual binary and the sex/gender split are 

challenged [and] all sexual categories are open, fluid, and non-fixed” (p. 201). This idea 

includes the spectrum designation for gender so that it includes transgender and 

nonbinary individuals.  

Queer theory as a political basis reveals the idea of gender rights, which rises out 
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of two previous movements: feminist rights and gay rights (Wilchins, 2014). However, 

gender rights development was not without struggle from both of these movements. In 

academia and society, there had been a trend in some corners of feminism to be resistant 

toward transgender people, claiming them to have innate wrongness (Wilchins, 2014). In 

addition, there had been the feeling that the lesbian community was not accepting of 

transgender people because they felt they were unwilling to accept the changes in their 

communities. Wilchins (2014) stated that a lesbian friend told her, “‘I’m not a man…and 

I don’t want to be around women who were men’” (p. 15). Another woman stated, “‘we 

used to have a whole butch community here and now…a whole generation of butches is 

lost’” (Wilchins, 2014, p. 15). In the 1970s and 1980s, while advocates would speak on 

the rights of gay people, they distanced themselves from “gender-queerness” (Wilchins, 

2014, p. 20). Because of this, transgender rights became a separate entity from women’s 

and gay rights. In the 1990s, transgender people began to see themselves as a social and 

political minority (Wilchins, 2014); thus, like many theories, queer theory was rooted in 

politics. 

Some of the major proponents and developers of queer theory are the works of 

Michel Foucault, Gayle Rubin, and Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick. Michel Foucault was a 

French historian and philosopher who later in life became more politically motivated, 

championing for people in marginalized groups. His connection to queer theory arose 

from his interest in sexuality as it related to a person’s own sense of identity (Gutting & 

Oksala, 2019). Indeed, one of Foucault’s (1978) most prominent works, The History of 

Sexuality: An Introduction, speaks on the importance of exploring and discussing sex in a 

way to understand ourselves.  
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Gayle Rubin is an American cultural anthropologist whose essay “Thinking Sex” 

laid the groundwork for queer theory (Zavala, 2022). She shared many of Foucault’s 

beliefs in the societal beliefs that different sexual expressions affected the individual as 

well as society’s definitions and values placed on those expressions (Zavala, 2022). Part 

of the feminist movement in the 1970s, Rubin contributed to the discussion of gender. 

She even coined the term sex/gender system to describe how biological sex is 

transformed into ways of acting based on societal constraints and beliefs (Marcus, 1987). 

In “Thinking Sex,” Rubin (2011) explored the demonization of sexual orientations and 

gender identities viewed as abnormal by society and the harm perpetrated by the police 

force and politicians towards people considered part of the LGBTQ spectrum: 

It is impossible to think with any clarity about the politics of race or gender as 

long as these are thought of as biological entities rather than social 

constructs…Once sex is understood in terms of social analysis and historical 

understanding, a more realistic politics of sex becomes possible. (p. 147) 

Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick was an American academic scholar who helped develop 

queer theory at the University of California at Berkeley and Duke University. She used 

the theory as a way of analyzing literary texts. Sedgwick viewed queer theory similarly to 

Foucault, as a basis for understanding sexuality as a spectrum, with sexual definition 

being fluid (Smith, 1998). Opponents of queer theory question the notion that the theory 

insists society is repressive and that societal rules that govern people’s behavior, 

particularly their sexual behavior, are oppressive. The journalist Gabriel Rotello, a critic 

of the theory, stated, “Queer theory seeks to overturn society’s traditional views of sex 

and sexuality. [It suggests that] no one would be stigmatized, no matter what they do” 
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(Smith, 1998, p. 9). However, Sedgwick claimed, “I think it’s ridiculous to say ‘queer 

theory’ is not about ethical responsibility. There is an ethical urgency about queer theory 

that is directed at the damage that sexual prohibitions and discriminations do to people” 

(Smith, 1998, p. 9). 

Queer theory is particularly relevant in developing relationships and creating an 

inclusive environment for LGBTQ students in that it can direct the attitude educators 

have toward their students and toward classroom materials and activities that invite the 

discussion of LGBTQ-community-related topics (Davis, 2012). In high school, students 

are often exploring their identities as it relates to a host of factors – race, religion, 

interests, sexual orientation, and gender identity. At times, a high school student's 

understanding of themselves may change several times (Shipman, 2019). Queer theory 

promotes an understanding of the fluid nature of gender identity (Smith, 1998).  

In preparing for the interviews, I considered the fluidity of gender identity and 

shaped questions that focused on how educators addressed students’ changing names and 

pronouns throughout their time in high school.  

Ecological Systems Theory 

Ecological systems theory was proposed by Urie Bronfenbrenner in 1979. A 

Russian-born American psychologist, Bronfenbrenner focused his studies on the 

development of children within systems. His theory evolved between 1979 and 2005 to 

include the changes that occur within and without individuals (Rosa & Tudge, 2013). He 

understood people as developing not in isolation but within a system of relationships 

(Gilstrap & Zierten, 2020). In his theory, Bronfenbrenner viewed an individual’s 

environment as four nested and interrelated relationships: microsystem, mesosystem, 



37 

 

exosystem, and macrosystem. He later added the chronosystem, which consisted of the 

changes that take place within a person over a period of time (Eriksson et al., 2018). See 

Figure 3 for an example of ecological systems. 

Figure 3 

Example of Bronfenbrenner’s Four Original Ecological Systems 

 

Figure 3 is derived from Bronfenbrenner’s five ecological systems but excludes 

the chronosystem (“Ecological Systems Theory,” 2020). In Bronfenbrenner’s studies of 

children, and of particular importance to my study, are the microsystem – the closest 

environment and interaction of a child: family, peers, and school setting – and the 

macrosystem: the final level of systems that include the cultural values, economic 

conditions, and resources of society (Ashiabi & O’Neal, 2015). My study did not focus 

on the child as the center but on the adults who interact with children in their 

environments; thus, although Bronfenbrenner’s theory focused on children, the same 
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theoretical ideas can be applied to anyone who exists in these systems. In other words, all 

people behave in manners that are impacted by their environments. Even their day-to-day 

interactions with others are influenced by the values, norms, and beliefs of the societies in 

which they dwell (Bronfenbrenner, 1981). 

Because of the ever-changing laws and policies in local, state, and federal 

agencies, educators in the public sector have to adhere to the mandates of their 

environments. This affects what policies and practices can occur at a given period of 

time. In preparing for my interviews, I asked participants about their experiences at 

different schools in different locations throughout their time as educators.  

Experiences of Teachers – Curriculum Development and Student Support 

Although advocacy groups such as Gender Spectrum and Teaching Tolerance.org 

maintain resources available for teachers in a variety of fields, many teachers state that 

finding such material is difficult, and some teachers feel hesitant in implementing 

resources into their curriculum (Page, 2017). According to McGarry (2013), although 

schools have expectations to analyze their curriculum in order to make sure people of 

various races and ethnic groups are represented, this does not extend to people of various 

gender identities or sexual orientations.  

In other cases, depending on the legislation of the particular state, teachers feel 

that teaching LGBTQ material may lead to backlash, so they progress cautiously 

(Stoltzfus, 2016). Teachers and administrators who want to create a safer, more inclusive 

environment for LGBTQ students may have problems with other teachers and 

administrators, possibly even the school community at large (Mayo, 2014). In some 

states, teachers fear losing their jobs because it is highly discouraged to discuss LGBTQ 
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issues (Thoreson, 2016). In a study conducted by Michelle Page (2017) of the University 

of Minnesota, English teachers indicated that they felt comfortable featuring LGBT 

characters and storylines in their curriculum, but they feared backlash from the 

community in doing so; thus, lack of support from legislation affects the entire school 

system – from superintendents to administration, and finally to the teachers themselves.  

Another obstacle in providing a gender-inclusive curriculum is the attitude of the 

teachers themselves. Teachers have their own beliefs and biases, and some refuse to 

practice gender inclusion. Resistance may be because the teacher does not understand the 

use of “they” as a singular pronoun and refuse to use it (Fagell, 2019), or the teacher may 

not agree with the concept of gender fluidity because of religious reasons (Reilly, 2019). 

According to Prescott (2018), “Teachers must be willing and able to adapt lesson 

plans…and schools must be located in jurisdictions with legal protections that allow 

teachers to cover LGBTQ identities in the classroom” (p. 1). 

Furthermore, students must be supported outside of the classroom by faculty. For 

some students and faculty, this means creating groups within the school that act as safe 

spaces for LGBTQ students, such as GSA (Gay/Straight Alliance or Gender Spectrum 

Alliance; Sadowski, 2020). Depending on the culture of the school, creating such 

organizations could prove difficult. Teachers may feel hesitant to support these spaces 

because it may cause other members of the community to view them in a negative light 

(Stoltzfus, 2016).  

Experiences of Administrators – Policies and Procedures 

Administrators also find difficulty in creating gender-inclusive environments. 

Several factors must be considered that involve practices as well as facility design. 
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Athletics is a major obstacle for transgender students. Several states have enacted or are 

considering bills that require students to participate in athletics based on their sex 

assigned at birth (Gerstmann, 2020). There is also the difficulty in coordinating lodging 

on overnight class trips. In addition, school leaders must consider bathroom and locker 

room accessibility and safety for all students, including transgender and nonbinary 

students (Thoreson, 2016). 

Principals are the leaders of the school, and they set the tone of the school’s 

climate (Graham & Ferriter, 2009). It is important that they mold and model the school 

culture and provide professional development for faculty and staff so they will have the 

knowledge and tools to fulfill the needs of their LGBTQ students (O’Donnell, 2020). 

Some schools have created policies to foster an inclusive environment for LGBTQ 

students. In Louisville, Kentucky in 2014, Atherton High School adopted Policy 500, 

which supported students choosing which bathrooms they felt most comfortable using 

and being supported by faculty and staff (Ryan, 2014). This policy comes as a result of 

the principal, Thomas Aberli, allowing a transgender girl to use the girls' bathroom and 

locker room (Kang, 2014).  

 On October 6, 2021, the governor of California, Gavin Newsome, signed a bill 

that allowed students to use their preferred names on their diplomas (Gupta, 2021). This 

is a massive win for transgender and nonbinary students and one of the biggest hurdles 

for students who do not want to use their legal names on official documents. 

In Phoenix, Arizona in 2022, the Phoenix Union High School District publicly 

resolved to oppose discrimination against transgender students (Luneau, 2022). By 

making a visible declaration, the high school district is showing other educational 
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systems its stance on a no-tolerance policy. Also, the Phoenix Union High School District 

is illustrating its commitment to transparency in the inclusion of all its members. 

In order to aid schools in language when creating policies, GLSEN and the 

National Center for Transgender Equality (2018) produced the Model School District 

Policy on Transgender and Gender Nonconforming Students. In a section dedicated to 

students who are in the process of transitioning, the document stated,  

[School Name] shall not discriminate on the use of school space as the basis of 

gender identity nor gender expression. The school shall accept the gender identity 

that each student asserts. There is no medical or mental health diagnosis or 

treatment threshold that students must meet in order to have their gender identity 

recognized and respected. The assertion may be evidenced by an expressed desire 

to be consistently recognized by their gender identity. Students ready to socially 

transition may initiate a process with the school administration to change their 

name, pronoun, attire, and access to preferred activities and facilities. Each 

student has a unique process for transitioning. The school shall customize support 

to optimize each student’s integration. (GLSEN and the National Center for 

Transgender Equality, 2018, p. 7) 

Revised in October 2020, GLSEN (2020) presented the Model Local Education 

Agency Policy on Transgender and Nonbinary Students. This document provided schools 

from K-12 best practices when addressing the needs of their transgender and nonbinary 

students. It included topics such as name and pronoun use, sports and extracurricular 

activities, and professional development. 
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Public Schools Versus Charter Schools Versus Private Schools 

When considering the support teachers and administrators can receive, whether a 

school is public, charter, or private makes a big difference. Public schools must adhere to 

federal and state guidelines, whereas private schools have more independence (Chen, 

2019). Nevertheless, private schools still must abide by some federal discrimination laws, 

such as Title IX, if they receive any federal funds (Gjelten, 2015).  

Public Schools and Charter Schools  

The federal role in the public school system is somewhat limited; the system is 

guided primarily by state and local policies (Findlaw, 2016); thus, laws and policies vary 

from state to state. However, there are certain laws that support all students, including 

transgender and nonbinary students, including the Equal Access Act, the Family 

Educational Rights and Privacy Act (FERPA), and the First Amendment. The Equal 

Access Act requires all student organizations to have equal treatment, including the GSA 

(GLBTQ Legal Advocates & Defenders, 2010). FERPA protects students’ persona; 

information, such as gender status, that is stored in school records (U.S. Department of 

Education, 2018). The First Amendment is freedom of expression, which includes the 

right to express oneself according to one’s gender identity (Ferriola-Bruckenstein, 2018), 

yet there are some states that hinder the abilities of transgender and nonbinary students. 

Currently, New Hampshire, Washington, Georgia, Tennessee, Missouri, and Alabama are 

seeking legislation that would restrict transgender student-athletes from competing based 

on their gender identity (Ennis, 2019). Furthermore, according to the Movement 

Advancement Project (n.d.), only two states (South Dakota and Missouri) have laws 

preventing schools from adding LGBTQ protections to anti-bullying and 
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nondiscrimination policies, and three states prohibit transgender students from using 

facilities that reflect their gender identity. Figure 4 illustrates a map of the United States 

and a legend of current nondiscrimination practices in public educational institutions. 

Figure 4 

Nondiscrimination Practices Per State 

 

Figure 4 is from the Movement Advancement Project (n.d.) and illustrates that 

although there have been some advancements in protecting LBGTQ students, there are 

still 24 states that have no state laws that protect youth identifying as LGBTQ. 

Charter School 

Charter schools were one of the reforms of the public school system. Considered 

public education, charter schools deviate from public schools in that they work 

independently of districts and can establish their own missions and goals. They offer 

families more flexibility in education choices and are free from some of the regulations 

governing public schools (Fox & Buchanan, 2017). In most cases, charter schools serve 
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students affected by poverty and marginalization (Camera, 2015). Charter schools can 

have a specific focus, such as STEM or fine arts, and most are located in urban 

environments (National Alliance for Public Charter Schools, 2018). Nevertheless, charter 

schools are still considered public education and, for the purposes of this study, follow 

the same rules and regulations concerning discrimination and inclusive practices. 

Private School 

Private schools are not bound by regulated and legalized rules against 

discrimination based on sexual orientation and gender identity; however, most are bound 

by Title IX (Petrilli, 2017). Private schools often belong to organizations that set 

guidelines for a group of schools on regional and national levels. One such entity is the 

National Association of Independent Schools (NAIS). In its Principles of Good Practice, 

NAIS (2020) stated, 

NAIS schools value the representation and full engagement of individuals within 

our communities whose differences include — but are not limited to — age, 

ethnicity, family makeup, gender identity and expression, learning ability, 

physical ability, race, religion, sexual orientation, and socioeconomic status. (p. 

13)  

The association urges school leaders to research and abide by state and federal 

laws; however, NAIS does not impose standards regarding the treatment of transgender 

and nonbinary students, merely guidelines. 

Private schools also govern themselves based on whether they are secular or 

religious-based. According to a NAIS Legal Advisory, because Title IX does not apply to 

educational institutions governed by religious organizations, “The religious exception 
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allows religious schools to make decisions about students and policies for a variety of 

reasons, including sexual orientation and gender identity” (Johnson, 2014, p. 11). 

Conclusion 

Studies show that transgender and nonbinary students undergo harsh experiences 

in their high school years unequal to those of their cisgender counterparts. Mostly, 

bullying, harassment, and assault are perpetrated by other students, but in some cases, 

students feel insecure about the reactions of the adults in the school setting. As for the 

ability of schools to create and practice gender inclusivity in the classroom and school 

environment, some public and private schools express difficulties in creating curricula 

that reflect the LGBTQ community, and some educators admit to a lack of understanding 

and training in how to address the needs of their transgender and nonbinary populations. 

There are laws in place, however, that support schools in confronting discrimination and 

harmful practices. 

Chapter 3 explores the methodology of the study, including research questions, 

research design, procedure, target population, data collection and analysis, limitations, 

and delimitations. 
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Chapter 3: Methodology 

The purpose of this chapter is to examine the methodological approach used to 

study the challenges and successes of teachers and administrators to create an inclusive 

environment for transgender and nonbinary students. Using a multi-site phenomenology 

study allowed me to gather and explore the thoughts and feelings of educators as it relates 

to the needs of transgender and nonbinary students in a public and private school setting. 

The components of this chapter include the research questions, selected methodology, 

study participants, procedures, methods for data collection and analysis, and ethical 

issues. 

Research Questions 

The purpose of this study was to explore the following questions: 

1. How do teachers describe their experiences with gender identity in schools? 

2. How do administrators and staff describe their experiences with gender 

identity in schools? 

I consciously avoided creating research questions that asked how teachers and 

administrators address gender identity because such questions implied that teachers and 

administrators were actively working to address gender identity. I chose to focus on the 

subjects’ experiences, whether active or not. 

Selected Methodology 

A qualitative approach is more favorable to other methods of research when the 

research questions address the “how” or “why” of a situation, when there is not much 

control over the participants’ responses, and when the object of study is a current (rather 

than entirely historical) phenomenon (Yin, 2017). In addition, when wanting to explore a 



47 

 

subject in-depth by observing and interviewing participants, qualitative methodology 

meets these needs.  

Research Design 

Qualitative methodology comes in several different approaches, and the choice of 

approach is determined by the purpose of the study. Furthermore, each approach offers 

data collection in ways that fit the purpose. Creswell (2012) suggested five different 

approaches to qualitative exploration: narrative research, phenomenological research, 

grounded theory research, ethnographic research, and case study research. Depending on 

what a researcher is trying to accomplish, each approach has its strengths. Nevertheless, 

Creswell proposed that all qualitative approaches have several elements in common, such 

as the natural setting. Researchers prefer to collect data on-site of the participants and the 

experiences of the study. This allows the researcher to interact with the participants in 

their natural habitat where they can experience a sense of control and comfort (Weiss, 

1994). Qualitative researchers seek to understand how and why a person experiences the 

world in a particular manner (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015). These experiences are more 

contextualized. Furthermore, rather than use impersonal tools such as surveys and 

questionnaires, the researcher directly interacts with the participants and contextualizes 

the experiences (Creswell, 2012). This way, the researcher not only obtains oral 

information directly from the source but also is able to observe body language, tone, and 

other physical cues to include in the interpretation of the data. Instead of prescribing their 

own meanings to data, researchers can focus on how participants experience the topic of 

study. 

Researchers are not limited to only one or two tools, but they can use a variety of 
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real-time collection sources, such as interviews, focus groups, and observations (Merriam 

& Tisdell, 2015). Interviewing allows researchers to categorize and interpret data, coding 

by various themes that arise from these experiences (Patton, 2014), and researchers can 

work with the themes that arise from the simplistic to the most complex, building upon 

themselves to create a comprehensive understanding of the narrative that emerges. An 

advantage of interviews is that it allows researchers to engage with participants by asking 

initial and follow-up questions, adding to a richer narrative. As the qualitative study 

progresses, researchers may realize that questions and even the direction of the study may 

change (Weiss, 1994). 

Phenomenology as Qualitative Approach 

The purpose of this study was to examine educators’ perceptions of transgender 

and nonbinary students’ experiences in school and their own perceptions of their abilities 

to meet the needs of these students. Because the focus was on the “hows” and “whys” of 

experience – the feelings of the educators rather than just their actions – this type of 

questioning lent itself to a phenomenological approach (Peoples, 2020). Furthermore, 

because I was not assuming a particular outcome and wanted to conduct an in-depth 

examination of the problem, a phenomenological study offered the ability to develop an 

emerging narrative through flexibility in questioning and intimacy in interacting with 

participants (Creswell, 2012). With the interview process itself, interview questions “are 

limited to experiences and do not ask about opinions, perceptions, [or] perspectives” 

(Peoples, 2020, p. 4); thus, it was the perfect form of qualitative methodology for my 

study. 
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Target Population 

  The target population consisted of four teachers and four staff/administrators from 

a charter high school and four teachers and four staff/administrators from a private high 

school. Both schools are in the same region, and both have roughly the same number of 

students. A traditional public school was not chosen for this study because, due to schools 

in North Carolina being either virtual or hybrid due to the coronavirus, school systems in 

North Carolina did not give me permission to interview their faculty and administration/ 

staff. The Charter School and the Private School were chosen because the schools agreed 

to be a part of the study. They were not selected because they already have particularly 

successful programs addressing transgender and nonbinary students; nor were they 

selected because they have significant problems with the treatment of these subgroups. 

However, both schools do have students who are transgender and nonbinary. 

For this study, schools are referred to as the Charter School and the Private 

School. I recruited these schools by reaching out to one administrator in each school 

through email. After the initial contact, I spoke to the administrators via telephone to 

explain the study in detail and ask if they would be interested in taking part. I also 

inquired as to whether members of the administrators’ respective schools would be 

interested. The Private School was the easier of the two to receive confirmation that they 

were interested in participating in the study. For the Charter School, I sent several follow-

up emails to an administrator who stated that there were people at her school who were 

interested in participating. The Charter School administrator sent me a list of interested 

parties. Upon approval of the proposal, I sent emails to all the teachers and administrators 

who expressed an interest as well as to the superintendent of the school system to get 
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individual confirmation that they could participate. See Appendix E for the request email. 

All participants had the option to not participate. 

Both the Charter School and the Private School are located in North Carolina. The 

Charter School is a high school consisting of approximately 500 students. The Private 

School contains a lower school, middle school, and high school with approximately 500 

students total.  

Teachers 

The teachers of both schools where I interviewed represented different disciplines 

– English, science, math, and history. A variety of disciplines was desirous so there 

would be equal representation from the humanities and STEM. From the lists of teachers 

that were given to me by administrators from the public and private schools, all the 

teachers had been at their respective schools for at least 3 years. They each had additional 

duties beyond teaching, including advising and facilitating clubs. The reason for choosing 

teachers in different disciplines is that it provided me the opportunity to collect a variety 

of narratives. A teacher’s field determines what type of assignments and processes occur 

in the classroom and may also contribute to the comfort level of the teacher in supporting 

transgender and nonbinary students. For example, English teachers may have more 

opportunities to include transgender and nonbinary narratives in their curricula than math 

teachers. Also, because English teachers often focus on social issues and the human 

experience, their comfort level when addressing the needs of the LGBTQ community 

may be higher (Page, 2017).  

Administration and Staff 

In addition to teachers, I interviewed the principal, vice principal, and school 
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counselor in the Charter School. The administrators and staff in the Private School were 

the head of the upper school, the director of diversity, and the school counselor. Although 

everyone plays a significant role in the school, the administrators have the power to 

implement change and support the other members of the school (Hall & Hord, 2014). 

These members of administration were considered since each person is in a position of 

authority to make policies that affect the school as a whole. Furthermore, after receiving a 

list of interested potential participants from administrators from the public and private 

schools, I included these school members as part of the recruitment list. These individuals 

received emails to participate upon approval. 

Procedures 

Prior to interviewing the participants, I piloted interview questions with three 

members of my current institution. These pilot participants’ responses were included in 

the final results. The purpose of this pilot was to hone questions that would cater to an in-

depth discussion. Furthermore, piloting questions was a good way to determine any 

problem areas and to make sure the questions were not influencing the participants in any 

way (Ruel et al., 2016).  

Once I was assured of the interview questions, I conducted a threefold interview 

process. In the first stage, I emailed each participant and explained the purpose of the 

interview and the technical details, such as how long would be allotted for the interview 

and that the interview would be recorded. This stage was the recruitment stage which 

allowed me to know how many interviews would be conducted and who would be 

participating. The threshold number for participants was at least six from each school. 

The second stage consisted of the first round of interviews. During this stage, I 
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sought consent by emailing a consent form. I had the participants complete the informed 

consent form. Because this study included human subjects, an informed consent was 

obtained prior to any data collection. This informed consent provided the participants 

with sufficient information about the study and was clearly written in a manner so the 

participants understood expectations fully (Hammond, n.d.) A copy of the consent form 

can be found in Appendix F.  

Secondly, I developed a contract between the participant and me that had to be 

agreed upon by both parties. Based on Weiss’s (1995) suggestions, the contract addressed 

the following: The participant and I would work together to produce the desired outcome; 

I would only ask questions relevant to the study; I would respect the participant’s feelings 

and would understand if the participant was not comfortable with a path of questioning; 

and I would ensure that the participant remained anonymous during and after the process 

and would not be harmed in any way. The contract was important in that it established a 

relationship between the participant and me, and it alleviated any confusion or wariness 

by informing the participant of the process (Weiss, 1995).  

After the consent form was explained and signed and the contract agreed upon, I 

commenced the first interview. The questions were open-ended because the purpose of 

the study was to capture the narrative of the participant’s experience rather than compare 

or quantify the data. Although each participant had the same set of questions, each 

participant’s narrative led to additional questions. Because of the closing of schools amid 

the COVID-19 pandemic, these interviews took place synchronously via Zoom. Both 

interviews were audio and video recorded. A copy of the interview script is in Appendix 

G. 
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In the third stage, I interviewed each participant a second time. Because of the 

small sample size (approximately 12 to 16 interviews per stage), it was important to 

conduct interviews to the point of saturation—seeing and hearing redundancy in 

responses and behavior (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015). The second round of interviews 

consisted of questions that resulted from responses to the first round. To know that 

saturation had been reached, I needed to analyze the data along with collecting them. 

Merriam and Tisdell (2015) explained that data collection and analysis can be done 

simultaneously. When this step was completed, I narrowed the study, continuously 

developing analytic questions related to previous observations, suggesting themes to the 

participants, reviewing the literature while interviewing, considering metaphors and 

concepts, and using visual devices. The qualitative questions were open-ended, leading to 

additional clarifying questions. See Appendix H for a list of the questions for faculty and 

staff. 

Data Collection and Data Analysis 

In-depth data collection through interviews is determined by the quality of the 

observation of the researcher. According to Patton (2014), a skilled observer pays 

attention, writes descriptively, knows how to separate what is important from what is 

trivial, records notes with detail and discipline, uses systematic methods for validation 

and triangulation, and understands their strengths and challenges. 

Thus, the skilled observer does not only pay attention to words but also to the 

manner in which the words are delivered, the physicality of the participant, and the 

participant’s environment during the data collection. Furthermore, a researcher must 

acknowledge ethical fieldwork by having respect for the privacy of the participants, being 
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sensitive to their vulnerability, and understanding any potential harm the participant may 

perceive. 

For this study, data were collected through recordings of interviews. These 

recordings were both video and audio; thus, when transcribing the data, I was able to 

more accurately describe the facial expressions along with tone and inflection. Each 

participant’s entire interview was transcribed. I requested permission to video and audio 

record. Table 1 shows the tool I used to collect the data. 

Table 1 

Interview Data Collection Table 

Question: Observations  Notes 
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Follow up:   

 

 

 

 

  

 

With this table, I was able to track the conversation for data analysis. In some 

cases, a richer conversation emerged from the follow-up questions rather than the initial 

question. 

When Data Were Collected and Analyzed 

Because the interviews took place via the online video conferencing program, I 

was able to do more than one interview a day. Although the interviews were recorded, I 



55 

 

still took notes. I collected and analyzed initial data simultaneously; thus, the questioning 

of the participants varied depending on where the initial questions led. 

After each round of interviews, I sent the transcripts to the participants for their 

review. This benefitted the research in several ways. First, it provided validation of what 

was said during the interview. Second, it gave the participants a sense of control over 

how they were represented. Lastly, it fostered a sense of trust and well-being in this 

process (Mero-Jaffe, 2011). Figure 5 illustrates the interviewing process. 

Figure 5 

Interviewing Process for Data Collection 

 

The data collection process consisted of three stages: Recruitment, First Interviews, and 

Second Interviews and Analysis. 

How Data Were Analyzed 

Throughout the interview process, many data were processed, including physical 

descriptions and transcription of words. To make sense of these data, I had to organize 
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them in a coherent and easily understood manner; thus, I used the program MAXQDA to 

code the transcripts taken from the interviews. MAXQDA is a qualitative data analysis 

software that allowed me to create categories, modifying them as themes and patterns 

emerged. This software analyzed both written and audio/visual data. I imported the data 

and organized them into folders. Then, I created categories for coding. The software 

allowed me to highlight portions of the interview and select coding categories. The 

results of the coding were displayed in a variety of visuals. Figure 6 shows an example of 

the MAXQDA visual tools. 

Figure 6 

Example of MAXQDA Visual Tools 

 

 The process of using the MAXQDA software was clear and organized. My first 

step in the process was opening the software and creating a user name. I then chose the 

option of opening a new project. This was done by clicking on icons in the upper right 

hand of the project page. The new project, which I named dissertation, acted as a folder 

to store all data and settings. The software saved all work automatically rather than 

manually, so I did not lose my information. 

 Next, I imported my saved interviews, which were in the form of video files, into 



57 

 

the dissertation folder. These interviews were named by school type, position, and a 

pseudonym, such as Mr. Anderson; each was given the variables type of school, position, 

and years of experience.  

MAXQDA allows the user to code text, audio, images, and video. I opened each 

interview and as I played my video-recorded transcripts, I clicked on the transcription 

option and manually transcribed the audio accompanying the video. This allowed me to 

have a text version along with my video. Once this was done, I selected the edit mode 

and highlighted the text and audio sections of the interview, and created a code, color, 

and description for that section. For my first interview, I created initial codes. Subsequent 

interviews used these created codes. Each coded segment also had an attached memo, in 

which I described the physical attributes of the interviewee and other details not apparent 

in the text and audio. 

Once coding the segments in the interviews was completed, I organized the codes 

by combining codes or moving codes to subsection status. This allowed me to group my 

codes in an organized manner that aided in the analysis and was the basis for my themes. 

In addition, organizing codes allowed me to acknowledge saturation of a theme. 

Furthermore, MAXQDA gave me the option to create coding maps that allowed for a 

more visual display of the codes and data regarding those codes.  

The recorded and transcribed interviews will be kept on a hard drive at my home 

until the completion of the dissertation defense, and then I will delete the recordings from 

the hard drive and shred any hard copies I have of the transcriptions. I will not have any 

copies of the recorded interviews on my personal desktop or laptop. 

Limitations 
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Limitations are issues that a study may have that are outside of the researcher’s 

control (Theofanidis & Fountouki, 2019). A significant limitation of this study was the 

inability to physically enter the school building because of social distancing (Exec. Order 

No. 117., 2020). As a result, interviews could not be conducted in each other’s physical 

presence. I used Zoom as the communication tool to be able to see the face of the 

participant. However, the ability to discern body language was reduced. Furthermore, I 

was not able to control the participant’s setting. The possibilities of interruption were 

increased in this regard. Another limitation was the responses of the participants. Some 

participants were not responsive to all the questions or were very limited in their 

responses. This is when follow-up questions were essential. Lastly, some responders may 

have felt that I wanted particular answers and crafted their responses to fit that mold, or 

they did this in order to be viewed in a particular manner by me (Weiss, 1994). 

Delimitations 

Delimitations are limitations that are created by the researcher that may affect the 

study (Theofanidis & Fountouki, 2019). My choice of participants for the interviews was 

a delimitation. All the participants expressed a desire to participate in the study and 

seemed comfortable with the topic. If participants who were not comfortable with the 

topic had been included, there may have been more variety in responses. 

Data saturation is crucial to have a valid study (Fusch & Ness, 2015). The number 

of participants determined if data saturation was reached. Another delimitation was the 

choice of schools. Both schools are in North Carolina; thus, because of the similar 

location, it is possible that narratives from different people were similar because locations 

are affected by local and state laws.  
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Furthermore, researcher bias is a delimitation that I had to be aware of prior to, 

during, and after interviews. Awareness and acknowledgment that I possibly possessed 

my own opinions of the research topic was a first step in combatting any way it might 

have interfered with me getting the most accurate account from my participants. A way to 

become aware of my own beliefs was to answer the interview questions myself and to 

also journal my thoughts about addressing the needs of transgender and nonbinary 

students. By exploring my own ideas in a physical manner, I recorded them and referred 

to them when I needed a reminder of my own biases.   
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Chapter 4: Results 

Chapter 4 examines the results of the data collected for the phenomenological 

study. The chapter is divided into the following sections: an overview of the purpose, the 

data collection process, the categories organizing the data, and the summary of findings. 

Overview 

The purpose of this research was to explore the experiences of teachers and 

administrators when addressing the needs of transgender and nonbinary students. 

Oftentimes, studies have focused more on the practices of educators and students and the 

experiences of the students as a result of these practices, some perpetrated by their fellow 

classmates and some by the educators themselves. By examining the perceptions of the 

adults who interact with their transgender and nonbinary students, I was able to delve into 

the following research questions: 

1. How do teachers describe their experiences with transgender and nonbinary 

students? 

2. How do administrators and staff describe their experiences with transgender 

and nonbinary students? 

Because this is a phenomenological study, I was interested in the narratives 

expressed by the participants. Their stories reflected their personal experiences both 

current and in the past, as well as their desires for the future.  

Data Collection Process 

 Educators participated in two interviews. Their answers were recorded through 

Zoom and transcribed using the MAXQDA software. After examining their narratives, 

the quotes from the participants were categorized according to codes and then themes that 
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surfaced throughout the process.  

Interviews 

A sample of seven educators from a charter high school and six educators from a 

private high school were interviewed in two sessions. Each session was conducted via 

Zoom (a video conferencing platform) and ran for approximately 45 minutes. The 

participants signed an informed consent prior to the interviewing process. At the 

beginning of each interview, I explained the process, explaining confidentiality and the 

purpose of the interview. For the first round of interviews, each participant was asked the 

following questions, which were developed through the lenses of the theoretical 

framework of this study: 

1. What is your position at your current school? 

2. How long have you been in the field of education? How long have you been 

in your current position? 

3. What issues do you think transgender and gender nonconforming students 

face in society? At your school? 

4. Describe your experiences with transgender and gender nonconforming 

students in the classroom and in school. 

5. How has gender identity influenced/affected your teaching as it relates to 

curriculum development, the tools you use, and classroom management? 

6. How are resources and tools for students’ use determined in your classroom? 

7. How would you describe the climate of your school as it relates to gender 

identity? 

8. How have your interactions been with the parents of transgender and 
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nonbinary students? 

9. What has your experience been like with students who have transitioned 

before coming to high school and those who transition during high school? 

10. How have your interactions with colleagues been as it relates to addressing 

transgender and nonbinary students’ needs? 

11. What have been your biggest challenges? Mistakes you’ve made? 

12. What has been your experience in different places and at different times as it 

relates to gender identity? 

13. What has been your experience with professional development? 

The questions were purposefully open-ended, and participants were encouraged to offer 

as little or as much as they would like to their narratives. At times, clarifying questions 

arose and were used to provoke more detail from the participants. These questions were 

informed by the theoretical framework: social identity theory, queer theory, and 

ecological systems theory. These questions became the focus of the second round of 

prompts, which included the following: 

1. Describe your experience with students whose identity changed during their 

time in high school and those who had transitioned prior to entering high 

school. 

2. How has your experience with transgender and nonbinary students changed 

over the years you have been an educator? 

3. Has your experience with transgender and nonbinary students been different 

depending on where you were working? In what way? 

4. How has the changes in laws and policies affected your experience with 
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transgender and nonbinary students? 

5. How do you interact with transgender and nonbinary students in front of 

others, such as other students, educators, and parents/guardians? 

6. In what areas do you feel a lack in supporting transgender and nonbinary 

students? 

7. What would you need to feel supported in addressing the needs of transgender 

and nonbinary students? 

I felt that two rounds of interviews were sufficient in reaching saturation of the subject. 

There appeared to be redundancies in the responses in the series of first and second 

interviews, leading me to believe that this data saturation was sufficient to conclude the 

study had validity (Fusch & Ness, 2015).  

Interview Participants 

Educators from two schools located in close proximity to each other, a charter 

high school and a private high school, were interviewed for this study. Both schools’ 

curriculum included similar subjects. The Charter School had approximately 580 students 

and 50 faculty/staff. The Private School had approximately 175 students and 36 faculty/ 

staff. Each school sample included teachers from various disciplines, as well as 

administrators. Each participant identified as male or female and represented a diversity 

of races and ethnic groups. All participants had been in the field of education for over 7 

years and had been in their current position for at least 2 years. Participants’ areas of 

education, number of years in education, type of school, and gender are showcased in 

Table 2 and narratives, although the names of the participants and schools were changed 

for privacy. Table 2 illustrates the demographics of the participants, including their 
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school, current field, number of years in education, and number of years in their current 

position. 

Table 2 

Charter and Private School Participants’ Demographics  

Pseudonym Field School Years in 

education 

Years in current 

position 

Mr. Alba Administration Charter 27 11 

Ms. Baker Administration Charter 15 4 

Mr. Cheek Art Charter 15 4 

Mr. Dean History Charter 10 7 

Ms. East Science Charter 10 7 

Ms. Frank English Charter 9 4 

Ms. Green Science Charter 18 3 

Mr. Hicks Administration Private 25 2 

Ms. Ingram Administration Private 16 2 

Ms. James Administration Private 26 4 

Ms. King Art Private 22 20 

Mr. Lee English Private 12 4 

Ms. Moon Health Private 30 17 

 

Although there was a diversity of fields covered among the participants, the 

majority of teachers were focused in the humanities, which was considered a delimitation 

to this study. Nevertheless, there were great similarities in the experiences of all the 

teachers and the administrators and staff. 

For the sake of clarity, I removed the discourse markers and repetitive remarks 

made by the participants in each narrative. Furthermore, parts of comments were omitted 

to enable a level of continuity. The narratives of the participants for each category were 

chosen based on the depth of responses and the level of specificity with which the 

participants related their experiences.  

This chapter presents the different narratives of the participants in the various 

categories. Not all participants will be a part of each category; however, all participants 
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provided answers to each question posed by me. In answering each research question, 

teachers and administrators were asked mostly similar questions. In a few cases, there 

was a slight variation to the question to support the role of the participant. 

Connections to Research Questions 

The first research question focused on the experiences of faculty in addressing the 

needs of transgender and nonbinary students. All the faculty members reported mostly 

positive experiences in their interactions with students and other faculty members relating 

to transgender and nonbinary topics and situations. Despite one school being a charter 

school and the other one being private, experiences were very similar. Faculty expressed 

that the culture at their respective schools was inclusive and welcoming to all students. 

The second research question focused on the experiences of administrators in addressing 

the needs of transgender and nonbinary students. Because their experiences were not 

necessarily in the classroom, administrators often focused more on policies and the 

support offered to faculty and students throughout the school. These answers were also 

mostly positive. 

In the next section, the results based on each research question were organized by 

categories that arose during the coding process of data analysis. Educators whose 

narratives were featured in each category were those who included more detail and 

reflection in their answers. Participants are identified by their type of school and subject. 

Research Question 1: Faculty Members’ Experiences in Addressing the Needs of 

Transgender and Nonbinary Students 

 The first research question, with its focus on faculty, led to several interview 

questions and produced categories that allowed me to organize the data. These categories 
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included the following: 

• understanding the issues transgender and nonbinary students face 

• experiences with students’ gender acceptance and students’ changes in identity 

• personal challenges in addressing gender identity and feelings of inadequacy 

• adjusting with changes over time  

• curriculum development 

• experiences with colleagues 

• experiences with parents/guardians 

• need for professional development 

Summary of Findings of Research Question 1 

Through the lens of the first research question, I organized the narratives of the 

participants into eight categories. Faculty members’ answers to interview questions were 

based on their experiences in the past and in their current positions. They included their 

thoughts and opinions as well as specific experiences with students.  

Understanding the Issues Transgender and Nonbinary Students Face 

Faculty members were asked about their understanding of the issues transgender 

and nonbinary students face in and out of the classroom. This step provided me with a 

basis for teacher awareness of the conditions that transgender and nonbinary students 

face. Overwhelmingly, teachers understood the hardships that transgender and nonbinary 

students encounter daily, including being in unsafe surroundings and not being allowed to 

exist authentically. Also, teachers recognized that students experienced social anxiety. I 

asked the participants, “What are some of the issues you think transgender and nonbinary 

students face in society and at school?” Many broadened their answers to transgender and 
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nonbinary people in general, not just students.  

Ms. King is an art teacher at a private school. She has 22 years of experience in 

education and has been in her current position for 20 years. She felt that for transgender 

and nonbinary students, “there is violence, displacement, or a lack of place. There is a 

lack of belonging. Laws have been created to actually oppress and do not include or 

encourage them to be their authentic selves.”  

Ms. Frank responded similarly to Ms. King, noting the negative experiences 

transgender and nonbinary students face. She is an English teacher at a charter school. 

She has 9 years of experience in education, and she has been an educator at her current 

school for 4 years. Ms. Frank felt that transgender and nonbinary students “face a lot of 

difficulty kind of pushing back against societal expectations. Their ideas are so nascent 

that I think they’re easily crushed or manipulated by these forces out there. And there’s 

often not much protection afforded to them.”  

Mr. Cheek has been an art teacher at his current charter school for 4 years. He has 

been in education for 15 years. He expressed the difficulties students have of being 

treated with respect and dignity: 

I think the biggest issue just from my experience is people accepting the way that 

[transgender and nonbinary people] want to be recognized or identified. I’ve been 

in schools where advisors refused to put the names [transgender and nonbinary 

students] want to go by on books and say, “we’re going to put the legal name 

there.” They also refuse to let students choose in senior pictures whether to use a 

drape or a tie. There seems to be a problem with [others’] identification or the 

acceptance of [transgender people]. The inability to understand and respect where 
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they’re coming from and to understand that this is not an easy decision for 

[transgender and nonbinary students]. 

Mr. Dean has been an educator for 10 years and has been a history teacher at his current 

charter school for 7 years. He remarked on the social difficulties transgender and 

nonbinary students face: 

I think all of them seem to have struggled a little bit with kind of like some social 

awkwardness that goes with the transition. When they decide to switch genders, it 

seems like there’s some kind of stressful period where they’re trying to establish 

this new identity. So, I think they probably have to face a lot of confusion from 

their peers who are not super aware about these issues. I think this leads to some 

social anxiety among these guys. 

Experiences With Gender Identity Acceptance and Students’ Changes in Identity  

In exploring the experiences of faculty with addressing the needs of transgender 

and nonbinary students, participants were asked to describe their experiences with trying 

to make all gender identities accepted and equitable. In some cases, participants talked 

about their experiences in previous schools and/or in prior years. Also, participants were 

asked to describe their experiences with students who had transitioned before high school 

and those whose gender identity changed during high school. Teachers overwhelmingly 

expressed that their current schools are more progressive and supportive in addressing 

students’ needs, but prior schools were not necessarily so. Also, teachers explained that 

they mostly had no problems when students changed their gender either once or more 

than once during their time in high school. However, a few teachers admitted that there 

were some difficulties in keeping up with changes in pronouns and names.  
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In explaining his experiences in his current school, Mr. Cheek stated,  

Without a shadow of a doubt, this is the most supportive I’ve ever been at a 

school…teaching in an urban public charter school that is as progressive as where 

I am now, I’ve never been more supported as a teacher, as a person. It’s amazing 

to feel that way and it’s coming from the top down. 

He compared his current experiences with those at a prior school: “Some of the students 

there were very resistant [to gender identity issues]. Some of the teachers and other 

stakeholders were resistant too.”  

Ms. Moon has been an educator for approximately 30 years. She has been at her 

current private school for 17 years in the field of health/PE. She also has a positive 

experience in her current school:  

We are liberal when it comes to gender issues. So, I think part of it is a big old 

cheat because families that are interested in our school are usually open to more 

liberal viewpoints when it comes to gender. 

When asked about experiences with students’ privacy and having equity in the 

classroom, Ms. King explained how she adjusted so the students’ wishes were being met: 

When it comes to respecting a student’s privacy, the first thing I think of are 

letters of recommendation for summer programs and college where I’ve asked 

[students] what pronouns would they like me to use in the letter. I have had both 

experiences happen when one has said, “Would you please use my preferred 

pronouns” and the other wanted me to use the pronouns on the birth certificate. I 

have to think about what it is like for both students at home. We might honor 

preferred pronouns while people at home may not be on board.  
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Personal Challenges in Addressing Gender Identity and Feelings of Inadequacy  

In thoroughly exploring the experiences of teachers, it was important to also 

examine aspects that were not the most positive. When asked about their personal 

situations where they made a mistake or faced a challenge in addressing the needs of their 

transgender and nonbinary students, participants shared specific moments and how these 

moments made them feel. It is important to note that not all the participants who were 

asked this question had challenges or feelings of inadequacy. Nevertheless, the ones who 

did spoke mostly about forgetting pronouns and/or names of students.  

Ms. Moon shared a moment when she felt that she was not being as supportive of 

her students as she felt she should have been; nevertheless, the situation became a 

learning moment for her: 

My most challenging moments came when I was an advisor. I had an advisee that 

came out to me as gay and then later in high school came out as trans. I was close 

to this student, and this student was going through that transition and discovery 

and all kinds of great things. A couple of my students really felt like I wasn’t 

honoring who they were and were pretty angry. I had to get up to speed and figure 

it out.  

Ms. Moon also suggested that the anger the students expressed to her may have been 

because of what she represented, not necessarily what she did:  

I think I just represented cis women to them. I felt like I was an easy target 

because I was going to love them no matter what, and I wasn’t Mom or Dad. They 

felt like they couldn’t yell at Mom or Dad, so I was the next target. 

Ms. King explained the difficulties she and other colleagues had in misgendering 
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students and the consequences of that on faculty and students: “I remember when a 

student was very angry because we misgendered them, and it was a very frustrating 

experience for them and many teachers because of the intensity of their engagement with 

everyone around it.” To lessen mistakes, Ms. King claimed,  

I found myself asking for help pretty often. I was like, correct me if I’m wrong. 

Please help me. And so, I think we built trust in that realm. But because I was 

around so much, I think I hurt them even more by making mistakes. 

Nevertheless, Ms. King expressed her frustration and difficulty when she did make 

mistakes:  

Those moments hurt more because I felt like I was trying so hard. But it also 

alerted me to how inherently gendered the language I used was and so that’s 

where I kept trying to reflect back to them that I didn’t mean this as an offense to 

them. I just said, “I’m so sorry and do you have any more suggestions for me?” 

They would all offer clear suggestions and even call me out when I was trying to 

be inclusive in my language. They would tell me sometimes that by even talking 

about that, I was drawing more attention to it. It was a highly engaging 

relationship when it came to talking about pronouns and gender identity. So, I 

ultimately learned a lot. But, I think the part that helps in the long run is when I 

messed up. Sometimes, I wanted to respond with, “you’re overreacting” or “you 

don’t have to be so mean about it,” but truly I wasn’t the one who was in the 

painful situation of trying to exert who they were. It was very, very difficult for 

everyone but I imagine the most difficult for them. 

Ms. Green is currently a science teacher at a charter school, where she has been 
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for 3 years. She has been in the field of education for 18 years. Ms. Green acknowledged 

the difficulty in adjusting to the changing of names and pronouns, by both adults and 

students, and the frustration that comes with trying to meet the needs of her students: 

I ran into some issues where I would accidentally use the wrong pronoun, and 

people would get very offended and, rather than tell me, they would tell another 

teacher and that teacher would tell me. Sorry, but I’m old and have 139 students. 

So, you really have to just give me the benefit of the doubt. I tried to be careful 

about pronouns and names, but sometimes I slip up, and then it’s taken as if I’m 

insulting them or deliberating not calling them by [their name and pronoun]. I 

know some of my colleagues have accidentally called so and so another name. So, 

I do think that this is challenging. I had one student who changed their name three 

years in a row. I was like, what do I say? You start to struggle with how to 

address people. 

Adjusting With Changes Over Time 

I asked participants to consider the changes that have occurred over their 

education careers and to describe what changes they have observed and experienced as it 

relates to transgender and nonbinary students. Although the incidences they described 

happened previous to their current situations, these narratives still reflected the 

experiences of faculty in addressing the needs of transgender and nonbinary students. All 

the educators agreed that there had been significant changes in society’s acceptance of 

transgender and nonbinary people. Most stated that these changes were positive in nature 

in that transgender and nonbinary people are perceived as more mainstream than in 

previous years. 
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Mr. Dean commented that transgender issues have become much more 

widespread. He remarked that in his first years as an educator, he could not have named 

any students who identified as transgender and that the GSA club was not as strong of a 

presence in the school. Now, however, he claimed,  

I’m teaching three students who I know identify as transgender. So, it seems like 

it has become more mainstream. The thing is, everybody acknowledges it is 

happening, and I think it is more accepted and understood than it used to be. 

Ms. East is a science teacher at a charter school, where she has been for 3 years. 

She has been in the education field for 10 years. In reflecting on the changes over time in 

addressing transgender and nonbinary students’ needs, her experiences seemed to stem 

from the demographics of previous schools: 

The first school that I taught at was in [New England]. It was a very low-income 

school. Most of my students were Puerto Rican and West Indian. Now, I 

teach…at a charter school, and we have probably 50% or more Caucasian 

students. So, there is a very different financial and racial demographic. There 

were five years between those two experiences, so time was a factor. But I also 

feel like the mindsets of those communities were very different. A lot of the 

students in [New England] were from very religious, fairly socially conservative 

backgrounds. I feel like a lot of our students [at my current school] are a little bit 

more accepting and willing to be welcoming to people who aren’t necessarily like 

them. And that could also be a cultural shift as well as a time shift. At my old 

school, I couldn’t identify a kid who was trans, and no one publicly did not 

identify with one of the two binary genders. [Now], as you know, kids feel a little 
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more comfortable. It’s a little bit more prevalent in society and in popular culture 

and media. They have been able to kind of put a word or a description to it and 

are more comfortable voicing their thoughts. 

Ms. Ingram also viewed the changes over time through the lens of the 

demographics and culture of the school: 

My previous schools certainly did not have this percentage of transgender and 

nonbinary students. My last school was a [religious] school in a [northern state]. 

We had a huge shift. I would say that, over time, there were more staff members 

who were comfortable with trans students, and they think that made trans students 

more comfortable coming out as trans. Over time, what people felt comfortable 

wearing to the prom changed; the students felt more comfortable wearing pants. 

In the years that I was there, once someone did it, it became okay for other people 

to do it. I think that it really felt like over time there was more momentum about 

people feeling more comfortable being fully themselves as they saw other people 

doing it and being accepted by their peers and teachers. 

Ms. Ingram did express that she felt time was not necessarily the significant factor 

in her current school; however, 

I think the school community specifically has an impact…I would not have 

thought that a school in NC would have the most trans and nonbinary students 

than any school I’ve been to…and I think it’s a school environment that 

encourages everyone to be fully themselves that makes the biggest difference. 

Curriculum Development and Effects on Teaching 

Some of the most impactful moments for faculty and students happen in the 
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classroom. Participants were asked about their experiences in addressing transgender and 

nonbinary topics and needs in their curriculum, including the tools they use, information 

they needed to address these topics and needs, and classroom management. Some classes, 

specifically the humanities and health, had more opportunities to incorporate transgender 

and nonbinary topics in their curriculum. Other departments had more challenges.  

Because Mr. Cheek is an art teacher, he had several opportunities to incorporate 

transgender and nonbinary artists and art into his curriculum. He explained,  

What I’ve done to adapt my curriculum is that some of my assessments are based 

upon famous singers, famous songwriters, and famous directors or actors. I’ve 

made sure the selections are not just old, dead, white guys. Black representation, 

female representation, LGBTQ representation, trans representation – I just added 

Elliot Page to my assessments. I want to make sure my curriculum is up to date 

and is representative of my classroom experiences and the diversity that we’re 

going through as a school and as a nation. 

He further explained that he had more freedom than  

an AP US history or an English where you don’t have as many options [as] in art. 

I have plenty of different ways to adapt and adjust to make my students feel like, 

wow, he actually put a nonbinary actor in that. We talk about the TV show Star 

Trek Discovery all the time because they’ve gotten the first trans and the first 

nonbinary characters. So that’s improvement. Talking about those things as it 

pertains to my curriculum really diversifies my classroom experiences. 

Mr. Lee has been an English teacher at his current private school for 4 years. He 

has been in the field of education for 12 years. He explained that he always started his 
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class with the opportunity for students to say how they would like to be addressed. 

Moreover, he stated,  

As an English teacher, I always want to make sure that I validate, not just trans 

voices, but enlist and talk about issues people are facing. I always want to make 

sure we bring up the experiences of trans folks. Danez Smith, the poet, is always a 

pretty cool jumping off point for talks about trans identity explicitly. 

Mr. Lee did acknowledge that there is difficulty in “giving trans identity proper weight” 

and knowing “what is too little and what is too much.” He exclaimed that he struggles 

with “striking the right balance.” 

Also an English teacher, Ms. Frank recognized that she had changed her 

curriculum over the years by being “more thoughtful in questions [she] presented to [the 

class]”:  

I know that I do try to be a little more intentional about the questions I ask [so] 

that there is not an implicit bias in them that might make these students 

uncomfortable. I start with considering the students in the class. So, when I’m 

sitting down prepping material for a class, and I do this for more than just 

transgender, there are a range of kids, but you go through and you look at your 

questions and then I think about intentionally how this is going to play in this 

particular class. So, it is an added layer of preparation. I don’t find it to be very 

difficult or time consuming because it comes out of a place of having developed a 

relationship. 

Ms. Frank also provided opportunities in her class for transgender and nonbinary 

topics: 
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We often have debates and circles where we get together and talk. And so, I do 

this one unit where we study World War I poetry. And I know that in the past, I 

have been cautious about some of it because it can express ideas that we don’t 

ascribe to or that someone might find offensive and uncomfortable. It’s just a 

simple matter of, well, there’s a ton of poems. I’ll just go pick something else, 

even if I’m not sure. 

Both Ms. East and Ms. Green, science teachers, had a particular assignment that 

affected students and brought up issues of gender identity. Although they understood the 

importance of representing all genders, they both stated that they did not know how to 

make changes to their population statistics assignment to include transgender and 

nonbinary people. Ms. East commented on an assignment she often used in class: 

There’s a lot of times in science where students might not feel comfortable with a 

discussion in class. I know we had an issue with a student when we were 

discussing human global populations and country populations. One of the very 

common metrics that’s used to get a big picture of a population and where it is 

going in the future is a demographic pyramid or a picture diagram. And so, it 

separates out by males and females. And we’ve had students feel uncomfortable 

in that situation. Even though it wasn’t singling out anybody, they just felt 

uncomfortable with it because it brought up issues they were dealing with.  

Ms. Green also referred to a similar assignment that dealt with demographics and 

statistics: 

I did have one incident with [a] student where we were talking about city planning 

and population growth, and I had an exercise where we looked at population age 
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structure diagrams. Those are actually divided by gender because we use that to 

predict and read how populations are going to grow or change over time, and that 

one student was very upset by that lesson. And so that was very interesting. I had 

no idea that this was something that would be a concern, and I talked about [it] 

before to other classes and had other transgender students, and it wasn’t a thing. I 

had to call the parents and talk with administrators and tell them that I had no 

idea. So, that was really interesting, and it led to some discussions. Some people 

said that we shouldn’t do population, structured diagrams, because they’re 

collected by gender and biological sex right now, and that is not trans friendly. 

I’m like, I know, but it’s how the government works and how we try to 

understand how we’re going to have more humans or not. And I don’t know how 

to not teach that or if that is something that students need to know for their city 

planning. It’s actually in the…Earth and Environmental Science curriculum 

standards to talk about population, I believe.  

Experiences With Colleagues 

The responses about the participants’ experiences with their colleagues were 

overwhelmingly positive. Often, they tied a sense of transgender and nonbinary 

acceptability and support to the climate of the school. Participants from both schools 

professed to be welcoming of all genders. Mr. Lee described his colleagues as “100% on 

board…I’ve never heard a transphobic comment from any staff member, and I know my 

colleagues are almost hyper aware of pronoun choice.” Nevertheless, there were a few 

instances of dissonance, although slight. The sentiment from both schools’ participants, 

however, seemed to be that substitute teachers were more of a problem than full-time 
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teachers. Ms. Frank stated,  

One of our biggest issues is with substitute teachers. They come in and call roll, 

and they don’t know those kids. And Max is sitting over there, but the roll book 

says Margaret. For him to have to hear that name and respond and say, “Yes, I’m 

here.” That is not him. It hurts me, and I’m not even Max. 

Experiences With Parents/Guardians 

Educators were asked to describe their experiences with parents/guardians. There 

was a mix of responses. Faculty at both schools stated that they had both supportive 

parents and some parents who may not have been on board with their child’s exploration 

of gender identity, but no one replied that they had hostile parents. The overall sentiment 

seemed to be that families understood, before becoming a part of the school community, 

the school’s philosophies and practices. Ms. Green, a charter school science teacher, 

remarked,  

With one student, I met with her mom and the student in person, a couple of 

times. This kid’s mom was supportive of them but also like pushing them, like, 

hey I know you have some stuff going on, but that doesn’t mean you can’t do 

your schoolwork. I had another student…that child’s parent was hot and cold with 

me and with my administrators, and I couldn’t figure that out. The parent was 

supportive with her child’s gender identity, though, but seemed to not understand 

that issues with gender identity could hurt other areas in the child’s life. 

Ms. King, a private school art teacher, recalled a situation when not all members 

of a student’s family were in agreement with the student’s gender identity and had to 

balance the understanding of the family and the wishes of the student: 
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I had a student who only recently started to ask for a different gender identity, and 

we all know that mom’s okay but Grandma’s not, so you get to know some of 

that. It also can be difficult when you know something the parents don’t know but 

you maintain the privacy of the student. 

Need for Professional Development 

The last area of questioning was related to professional development for faculty. I 

asked if educators at their schools received professional development related to gender 

identity and, if so, how did it appear? Also, I asked if participants would like to have 

professional development in addressing gender identity needs. Most of the current 

professional development seemed informal in nature, and although most of the 

participants expressed a desire to have somewhat formal training, there were some who 

appreciated the informal aspect of their current experiences. Ms. Moon agreed that most 

of her professional development was her own pursuit: “What I have experienced is 

probably 80% informal and 20% formal, where I’ve taken workshops and online classes. 

But I would say 80% has been my personal research.” She admitted that she did not 

believe there is enough professional development out there, and she would want more: 

I wouldn’t want a degree in gender studies but definitely more like a conference 

workshop. I imagine, especially in public school, teachers would need more for 

their development. That kind of level of formality – the idea of someone coming 

in with gender studies expertise and saying, this is what’s cutting edge. If I could 

sign up for a gender studies update once a year, I totally would because I know 

how quickly it’s changing, like vocabulary. I’m playing catch up and would really 

like some experts to share with me. 
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Mr. Cheek also agreed that he had not experienced organized professional 

development, but he also remarked that he did not necessarily feel that formal 

professional development was crucial to supporting transgender and nonbinary students: 

We haven’t had a class or workshop on identifying trans or nonbinary, but our 

principal is very, very progressive and sends out emails all the time to us about 

respecting student wishes. We’re such a tight knit faculty. We talk a lot and will 

say, this happened, or how can we deal with this moving forward? So, we kind of 

professionally develop ourselves. Is it organized professionally and an organized 

workshop for professional development? No, but it’s more organic, and I think it 

actually finds better purpose. It means more because it’s growing from actual 

problems. It’s not sitting in a chair and listening to a workshop. You’re dealing 

with actual problems or actual rooms for improvement. And teachers can grow, 

And I like that professional development grows out of our internal intrinsic 

motivation as a staff to be better for our students. 

Mr. Dean commented on his process of professional development and how that 

has impacted his teaching: “I’m just kind of making it up, based on my understanding of 

the issue and on stuff I’ve learned on my own. Just over the years, I’ve recognized how 

important this issue was.” He also stated that there “seems to be an assumption that we’re 

all going to self-educate on how to handle these issues properly. And I don’t know if 

that’s a safe assumption.” Lastly, he questioned how professional development regarding 

LGBTQ issues would be useful to students and if it would have the desired impact: 

A lot of times, I feel like…we’re kind of just checking a box so we can say we did 

LGBTQ training. I don’t know, maybe at a minimum, we can just have a very 



82 

 

clearly stated policy of how we handle these issues and, regardless of your 

personal feelings, this is the correct way to handle issues surrounding transgender 

students. I think that would probably be sufficient. 

Overall, teachers responded that they understood the challenges that their 

transgender and nonbinary students experienced in and out of the classroom. Social 

identity theory explains that people with similar experiences self-categorize and are 

categorized by others. As a result, they can experience mistreatment from people who are 

outside of their group. Teachers in this study had witnessed the abuse of students who 

identified as transgender and nonbinary. Furthermore, they stated the importance for 

them as educators to create more inclusive and safe environments for their students. 

Queer theory suggests that by including queer identities in education, all gender identities 

can become more normalized. Teachers in this study discussed how they created 

opportunities in their curriculum to highlight transgender and nonbinary artists, topics, 

and viewpoints. Nevertheless, some teachers explained the difficulties they faced in 

making these changes. Lastly, through the lens of ecological systems theory, teachers 

stated that their awareness of these needs and their abilities to address these needs have 

become more positive in their current situations than in past years.  

Research Question 2: Administrators’ and Staff’s Experiences in Addressing the Needs 

of Transgender and Nonbinary Students 

The second research question focused on the experiences of different 

administrator and staff positions in the Charter School and the Private School. These 

positions ranged from heads of schools to deans to office managers. The participants 

were asked the same questions as the faculty members, and their answers were 
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categorized in much of the same manner as the teachers; however, because administrators 

and staff did not have the current experiences with curriculum, that category was changed 

to focus on policies and practices.  

Summary of Findings of Research Question 2 

Through the lens of the second research question, I organized the narratives from 

the participants into eight themes. Administrators’ and staff’s answers to interview 

questions were based on their experiences in the past and in their current positions. They 

included their thoughts and opinions as well as specific experiences with students.  

Understanding the Issues Transgender and Nonbinary Students Face 

Mr. Alba has been an educator in different departments for 27 years. He has been 

in his current position as an administrator at a charter school for 11 years. His sentiment 

on how people view transgender and nonbinary issues captured the overall opinions of 

the administrators: 

I think that we, that in general and society, we have linked intrinsically gender 

and sex. I think that because of the way that sex is handled and discussed in our 

country, which is fairly conservative and often closed, people will take gender 

identity, and it immediately blurs into questions about sex and sex practices, and 

that causes outsiders or other people to judge someone who may be transgendered 

or nonbinary to be seen as some kind of sexual exception…deviant, or something 

like that. 

He further remarked on how he felt transgender and nonbinary people are treated:  

They are singled out. They are made uncomfortable by having to conform to 

traditional binary gender options. Bathrooms can be very stressful, and [it can be] 
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very difficult to have to behave in a way that is not consistent with your gender 

identity. 

 Mr. Hicks has been in education for 25 years. He is an administrator at his current 

private school in his second year. His comments on the social difficulties transgender and 

nonbinary students face in “defining for themselves who they are…and then having to 

negotiate that socially” echoed those of Mr. Alba. He also recognized that students “may 

not be in a school environment, work environment, or family environment that supports 

[their] identity.” 

Experiences With Gender Identity Acceptance and Students’ Changes in Identity 

 Administrators and staff remarked on their experiences in their current schools. 

All felt that they were doing an adequate job in supporting their students, but they 

acknowledged that there were situations that were beyond their control. Mr. Alba stated 

that his current school is “more liberal.” “[They] have clubs, and people [are] talking 

openly. Students feel safe to express themselves.” In describing the freedom his current 

students feel in expressing themselves, he stated, “I’m very proud to see students in my 

building who are dressing the way that they feel like dressing, asking to be called by 

particular pronouns and names.”  

As for students who changed identities during their time in high school, Mr. Alba 

remarked that the school was able to adjust to the changes in identity for one of his 

students: 

We had a student who graduated 2 years ago who began the ninth grade as a 

biological male and, over the course of the first 2 years, did not choose to openly 

be referred to by a different gender but was moving in that direction. Then the 
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student changed their name and wanted to be called by a particular name, which 

was one step on that process. The next year, they changed their name again to a 

different name still not their birth name and still reflective of their new identity. 

Clearly, they’ve gone through some change. And that name stuck. And that 

gender identity stuck, and we worked with that for the remaining 2 years the 

student was with us.  

Ms. Baker has held several positions in education over the past 15 years. She is 

now an administrator at a charter school and has been one for 4 years. She commented on 

how administration supported students whose current identities were different than their 

biological genders: 

If it were a situation where the preferred name and pronouns were different than 

the legal name, we make sure we let everybody know – office staff, teachers – 

anybody who would work with the student know the student’s preferred name and 

preferred pronouns. We make arrangements, such as if they are going to use our 

non-gendered bathrooms, so that everybody knows. We bring everyone up to 

speed on who the student is. It’s usually just a couple of emails, not a big deal. 

We do have students who have had their legal names changed. When legal 

documents are changed, then our office can make changes too.  

Some administrators and staff, however, remarked that acceptance of students’ 

identity changes was not as positive or easily implemented as others. For students who 

identified as nonbinary, Ms. Ingram, an administrator at a private school, stated, “The 

students at my school who use ‘they/them’ pronouns have a particularly hard time 

because of some of the faculty and staff. The educators are not as used to using those 
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pronouns to describe a student.” She further explained that faculty and staff had an easier 

time with students who identified as transgender:  

I think our students who fully identify as a different gender than the one assigned 

to them at birth have an easier time because if it is someone who was born male 

but now identifies as female, we are used to using the pronoun “she.” If she’s 

changed her name to a name that we identify as being female and she’s using 

female pronouns, we just sort of accept that. 

Nevertheless, Ms. Ingram acknowledged that  

there is still so much growth for all of us to do in terms of our consistency in 

being able to respond to people’s pronouns, especially when they are beyond the 

sort of gender binary that adults are used to. 

Overall, administrators and staff at the Charter School and the Private School felt 

that their schools were moving in a positive direction in addressing the needs of 

transgender and nonbinary students. They gave examples of initiatives and practices they 

offered at their schools to create more inclusive and welcoming environments; however, 

administrators and staff at both schools explained that there was still more work to be 

done by all members school, faculty and staff, to meet the needs of all their students.  

Personal Challenges in Addressing Gender Identity and Feelings of Inadequacy 

Like the faculty, administrators and staff also experienced moments when they 

made mistakes in addressing students in the manner they preferred. Ms. Ingram spoke 

about a particular situation where she felt she had failed in acknowledging a student 

correctly and the distress it caused her: 

My worst moment was…Twin Day and Spirit Week, and I was talking with a 
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student who used “they/them” pronouns. This student had a feminine-sounding 

name, and so that was sometimes tricky. I spent a lot of time the day before 

assembly practicing how to address all the students. The next day, I spoke about 

this student in the assembly, talking about their painting. After the assembly, the 

student came up to me and said, “Ms. Ingram, I use ‘they/them’ pronouns.” I said, 

“Yes, I know.” The student then said, “But you used ‘she.’” It totally broke my 

heart because not only did I know that they used those pronouns, but I had 

practiced just to be totally sure that I would get it right. And I hadn’t even noticed 

that I had gotten it wrong. Afterwards, I think I pushed too hard in apologizing 

and making a big deal of it. I asked the student if they would be comfortable if I 

wrote an apology to the school for misgendering them. They said yes, and I did it. 

But you know, I feel like now, I would handle it differently.  

Mr. Hicks commented on how even in trying to support a student’s choice in identity, he 

actually made the student feel very uncomfortable. He admitted that he was “awkward in 

[his] responses” and felt he had been too assertive in his conversations with the student, 

who had a shy demeanor.  

Adjusting With Changes Over Time 

Like the faculty, administrators and staff had also experienced changes in 

addressing the needs of transgender and nonbinary students. Although time was a factor, 

the community’s acceptance and the demographics of the school also were of utmost 

importance. Ms. Ingram stated that her current school had more transgender and 

nonbinary students than her previous schools, which made a difference in acceptance on 

the part of faculty and staff. She expressed that the change was mainly “in culture.” She 
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also commented that as students expressed themselves openly, the educators became 

more accepting of transgender and nonbinary students: 

I would say that, over time, there were more staff members who were comfortable 

with trans students, and they think that made trans students more comfortable 

coming out as trans. Over time, what people felt comfortable wearing to the prom 

changed; the students felt more comfortable wearing pants. In the years that I was 

there, once someone did it, it became okay for other people to do it. I think that it 

really felt like over time there was more momentum about people feeling more 

comfortable being fully themselves as they saw other people doing it and being 

accepted by their peers and teachers. 

Ms. Ingram reflected on the culture at her current school: “I think the school community 

specifically has an impact…and I think it’s a school environment that encourages 

everyone to be fully themselves that makes the biggest difference.”  

Policies and Practices Development 

Because administrators and staff are not necessarily in the classroom with their 

students, I assigned the theme of Policies and Practices Development for this group. 

These policies and practices ranged from referring to students on documents to how 

common spaces, such as bathrooms, were presented in an inclusive manner. 

Administrators and staff admitted that they had created some ways to make transgender 

and nonbinary students feel more inclusive in terms of documentation, but there were 

limits to their capabilities. 

Ms. James, a staff member in a private school, explained the process of 

acknowledging students’ preferred identities on school documents: 
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Across whatever format we’re using, we’ve got the child’s legal name and gender 

from their birth certificate. That is not what they use and not how they identify. 

We can’t change [some formats] legally until there’s a legal change. We have had 

a few students who have had that legal change, and then that’s great. We can 

make adjustments. But we have become able to sure the preferred name is what 

we print or list. If we’re ever going to have to make a printout for somebody who 

isn’t on the faculty, then it’s okay, but it’s still not good enough in terms of 

documentation that has all of these different names. And so we’ve finally changed 

it. This year, we’ve changed everything to preferences. We just know that we 

have to change it back before we print the transcript. So, everything that is an 

internal document, we use the preferred name. When it comes to running reports 

and external documents, we just make sure to switch it back.  

Ms. James expressed irritation that there is a limit to their abilities in presenting students’ 

preferred identities: 

There was no other way we could manage it…we aren’t writing the software. It’s 

hard when the child’s name is correct everywhere internally, and then they get a 

report every term that has their dead name on it. Why are we doing this to them?  

Mr. Alba admitted that his school does its best to support transgender and 

nonbinary students, but he also acknowledged that there are some changes that are 

beyond him and his colleagues:  

We do our best to excise dead names from all references in the schools. Some 

things we can’t change. We can’t change the state management system without a 

birth certificate, but everywhere else we can put the student’s choice of name. 
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 Administrators and staff at both schools stated that their facilities had gendered 

and non-gendered bathrooms that all students and adults could use. Also, they had 

discontinued practices such as prom king and queen and homecoming queen.  

Experiences With Colleagues 

Administrators and staff expressed that the majority of the faculty and staff were 

in agreement that transgender and nonbinary students’ needs should be met in every 

instance, especially in referring to students by their preferred names and pronouns. 

Nevertheless, administrators and staff recognized some faculty and staff did not always 

adhere to the policies of the school. This practice sometimes happened when an 

educator’s personal beliefs contrasted with the culture of the school. 

Mr. Hicks has held several positions over the 25 years he has been in education. 

Currently, he is in his second year as an administrator at a private school. Mr. Hicks 

stated that some educators “still feel like, well, there’s a right and wrong, and somehow, 

they have a hard time. They feel like they are not against their students but that gender 

identity is set and that there are only two genders.” 

Ms. Baker acknowledged,  

We do have a few folks in the building who struggle. Sometimes, it’s not blatant, 

like trying to be disrespectful to a student, but they have a hard time remembering 

the preferred name or preferred pronouns, which can be hard on the kids. 

She recalled a specific educator who is a challenge for her because that educator’s 

personal beliefs affect her performance: 

The hardest challenge I’ve had has been with [full-time employee] who works 

really closely with a lot of students. [This person] really does not believe in 
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gender identity as a thing – she feels like if you have girl parts then you are a girl. 

She is not really supportive of our students who are struggling with identity, and 

that’s really tough and probably the hardest thing for me to deal with right now. 

Like the faculty, administrators also agreed that substitute teachers posed the biggest 

challenge in supporting transgender and nonbinary students; however, Ms. Baker stated 

that her school has upgraded their sub training and implemented that substitute teachers 

must read teacher notes to see if there is a different name and/or pronouns that students 

prefer. 

Experiences With Parents/Guardians 

When asked about their experiences with the parents or guardians of transgender 

and nonbinary students, administrators and staff remarked that most of the time, there 

were no issues because families understood the culture of the school when they enrolled. 

Nevertheless, Mr. Alba commented on the fact that many students “come out” at school 

before they do at home, which can lead to a difficult situation: 

A lot of times, you have students who are more willing to begin practicing their 

identity choices at school versus at home. And so we end up in an uncomfortable 

place of having to identify a student by name and a pronoun in the classroom or in 

the school, but we can’t use that identification with parents because they are still 

in flux, so to speak…. Also, most of the tension comes from parents not thinking 

that [gender identity issues are] something that the school should be engaging in 

that is the promotion or tolerance of this kind of behavior at school. They think 

we are encouraging it and we’re changing their students against their will. 

Mr. Hicks remarked that the parents at his school are “all over the place.” He 
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stated,  

Sometimes, the parents may not be in agreement with each other, or they might 

not be in agreement with the kid, or they might be supportive, but they knew that 

[the student’s transgender or nonbinary status] may be a killer for grandma. 

Overall, administrators at both the Charter School and the Private School felt that parents 

were supportive of their children. 

Need for Professional Development 

When asked about the professional development offered to faculty and staff, 

administrators felt that their schools provided more informal education through 

discussing the changes of their students with each other. Although faculty admitted that 

they would like formal professional development, this had not been provided by 

administration. This could possibly be a systemic failure, especially since the lack of 

professional development but the need for it was expressed by faculty, staff, and 

administration. Mr. Hicks stated that “for the most part, it’s been more often 

casual…reading things and sharing things [with colleagues].” Administrators explained 

that they presented policies and practices to the faculty and staff that adhered to the 

inclusive culture of the school. They did acknowledge, however, that faculty and staff 

could benefit from having speakers come into their schools to help educate them on the 

changes in language and offer suggestions for how to incorporate inclusion into their 

curriculum. Ms. Ingram mentioned that a therapist and educational consultant once spoke 

at her school to discuss diversity issues. She felt that “faculty really seemed to appreciate 

getting this education.” The faculty did not mention how professional development could 

help them in their current positions, however. 
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Like teachers, administrators and staff at the Charter School and the Private 

School were able to identify the challenges transgender and nonbinary students face in 

and out of school. Administrators and staff also commented on how, at times, some 

faculty members’ personal beliefs affected their treatment of students. Social identity 

theory suggests that one may be influenced by their personal concepts of identity, which 

can then motivate their behavior towards others. Administrators and staff commented that 

faculty who had difficulty in accepting nonbinary identities were more likely to 

misgender students than other teachers. Also, in creating a more inclusive environment 

for all students, administrators and staff implemented policies and practices that 

benefitted all members of the community. Nevertheless, state policies, such as House Bill 

2, made these implementations more difficult at times.  

Themes 

During the interview process, I became aware of themes emerging, which 

prompted me to group the educators’ narratives. These themes were largely based on the 

theories grounding this study. Each interview question was derived from topics of focus 

in social identity theory, queer theory, and ecological systems theory. Grouping the 

responses allowed me to examine both the similarities and differences of educators’ 

experiences. After completing the interviews, I realized five prominent themes that 

emerged: Students’ Struggles, Making Mistakes, Changes Over Time and Place, 

Representation Matters, and Minimalizing Impact of Behavior. A full discussion of these 

themes can be found in Chapter 5. 

Overall Results  

Faculty, administrators, and staff at the Charter School and the Private School 
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stated that the culture of their respective schools was inclusive and encouraging in 

supporting their transgender and nonbinary students. They described the practices they 

had implemented in and out of the classroom and the challenges they faced. Teachers of 

some subjects, such as English and art, had an easier time changing their curriculums to 

serve the needs of all their students. Science teachers, however, had more difficulties. It 

was interesting that the science teachers in the Charter School and the Private School had 

a particular assignment that they did not know how to modify to include transgender and 

nonbinary students. Also, in the interviews, some of the teachers’ reactions suggested to 

me that they had not given much thought to their actual curriculums. They seemed to 

focus more on their interactions with students directly and personally. Administrators and 

staff explained that they had found ways to address their transgender and nonbinary 

students’ identities in documentation. Nevertheless, there was very little provided to 

faculty and staff in terms of professional development.  

Faculty, administrators, and staff explained the mistakes they had made and how 

these transgressions had made them feel. Because the purpose of this study was to 

examine the experiences of teachers and administrators/staff, their stories provided 

perspectives of their feelings. Some participants were able to recall specific events in 

detail that had affected them. In other cases, participants were vague in their answers or 

did not have an event on which to focus. Those who had misgendered or misnamed 

students expressed despair at their actions and, in some cases, seemed to be defensive and 

focus their comments on how hard it was for them to remember their students’ identities, 

especially if the identities changed more than once.  

Although each participant felt that their schools are addressing their students’ 
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needs, they acknowledged that there is still work to be done. I found it interesting, 

however, that participants agreed it was important to create an inclusive environment but 

did not seek out professional development beyond informal means. Also, it appeared that 

all the participants expressed that they practiced inclusive behaviors (although they may 

have fallen short at times), but they acknowledged that other members of their schools 

did not. 

Overall, the narratives obtained through the interview questions answered the 

research questions and gave an in-depth understanding of the experiences of faculty, 

administrators, and staff with transgender and nonbinary students. The focus on the 

feelings and perceptions of the participants has been lacking in literature concentrating on 

either the practices of faculty and administration/staff or the experiences of students. This 

study allowed me some insight that has not been thoroughly explored. 
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Chapter 5: Discussion 

Introduction 

The goal of this phenomenological case study was to present the experiences of 

teachers and administrators in addressing the needs of transgender and nonbinary 

students. Transgender and nonbinary students have experienced negative treatment in the 

education system, and previous studies have focused on the experiences of the students 

and the practices of educators rather than educators’ feelings and perceptions. To achieve 

this study’s goal, I conducted interviews with educators in the Charter School and the 

Private School to gather narrative data describing their beliefs, challenges, practices, 

hopes, and struggles in addressing their students’ needs. An analysis of the data presented 

educators’ perceptions of their practices in and out of the classroom that fostered a more 

inclusive environment as well as behavior that failed to meet the needs of their 

transgender and nonbinary students.  

This qualitative study was based on two research questions: 

1. How do teachers describe their experiences with gender identity in schools? 

2. How do administrators and staff describe their experiences with gender 

identity? 

Interview questions were open-ended to allow participants freedom to thoroughly 

explore the ideas presented. Questions focused on feelings and perceptions rather than 

actual behaviors (except for questions related to curriculum and policies). While 

transcribing and coding respondent answers, several themes emerged. This chapter 

explores the following: a review of methodology, an interpretation and discussion of the 

results, implications of the study, limitations and delimitations, recommendations for 
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further research, and the significance of the study. The discussion section is organized 

into four themes and connects each theme to theories and literature. 

Methodology 

Qualitative data were collected from Zoom interviews with seven educators from 

a charter high school and six educators from a private high school. Two sessions of 

interviews allowed for clarifying and follow-up questions. Participants’ answers were 

video recorded and coded into themes.  

Interpretation and Discussion of Results 

Upon reviewing the transcribed interviews of the educators from both schools, 

five prominent themes emerged: 

1. Students’ Struggles: Educators are aware of the struggles and challenges 

transgender and nonbinary students face, and they want to create a more 

welcoming environment for all. 

2.  Making Mistakes: Educators’ experiences with transgender and nonbinary 

students have been awkward and/or painful at times, especially when 

educators made mistakes. 

3. Changes Over Time and Place: Educators have noticed that their experiences 

with transgender and nonbinary students have changed over time and are 

affected by location and type of school; however, the culture of a school 

reflects the support educators feel they have in addressing their students’ 

needs. 

4. Representation Matters: Educators understand it is important for students to 

see representations of themselves in class curriculum as well as in supportive 
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school policies and practices. 

5. Minimalizing Impact of Behavior: Educators admitted mistakes they had 

made, but at times, they seemed to minimalize the impact their behavior had 

on their students. 

This section interprets each of the five themes, connecting them to literature and the 

theoretical framework presented in Chapter 2. Furthermore, opportunities for further 

research and recommendations for practice are suggested for each theme. 

Theme 1: Students’ Struggles 

Educators are aware of the struggles and challenges transgender and nonbinary 

students face, and they want to create a more welcoming environment for all. Each 

participant in the study was asked what they felt were the challenges transgender and 

nonbinary students faced in society and in school. All the participants agreed that 

transgender and nonbinary students experience challenges and negative situations. These 

challenges ranged from academic struggles to social ostracism to physical and mental 

harm. All the participants also expressed the importance of students having a welcoming 

environment and the importance of educators providing a supportive school climate. 

Participants discussed how they provided an inclusive environment for their transgender 

and nonbinary students by addressing them by their preferred names and pronouns, 

advocating for them, and creating changes in curriculum and policies. 

Nevertheless, some of the participants acknowledged that there were some 

colleagues who did not address students appropriately. This decision was attributed to 

colleagues’ beliefs that using the plural form of a pronoun for a single person was 

grammatically incorrect, or that students changed their names and pronouns too often and 
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were not genuine about being transgender or nonbinary. Some colleagues also felt their 

religious beliefs denied the validity and acceptance of transgender and nonbinary 

students. 

Connection to Literature 

Sadowski (2020) stated that in order for transgender and nonbinary students’ 

experiences in schools to improve, schools needed to be gender inclusive. Part of creating 

this inclusivity is creating curricula that address transgender and nonbinary topics and 

people, using preferred names and pronouns for students, and creating policies that 

highlight and include all students (Mayo, 2014). Furthermore, students need the active 

advocacy of their teachers and administrators. According to GLSEN’s report in 2018, 

although LGBTQ students were victims of harassment and violent attacks, they did not 

report these incidences because they felt educators would not support them (Kosciw et 

al., 2018a). There may be some merit to these feelings. According to Reilly (2019), some 

teachers purposefully refused to use students’ preferred names and pronouns because of 

their religious beliefs. At times, teachers even ignored harassment they witnessed being 

perpetrated upon transgender and nonbinary students (Bekiempis, 2015). 

Connection to Theories 

People who identify with a membership of a particular group may be treated in a 

manner that relates to the perception (by themselves and others) of that group. Social 

identity theory discusses the idea of people who are members of a group and people who 

do not belong to the group, labeling the differences as “in-groups” and “out-groups.” The 

notion of in-groups and out-groups can create a mentality of “us” versus “them” and can 

also lead to the abuse of people considered “other” (David, 2015). Educators in this study 
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stated that they realized transgender and nonbinary students often receive discrimination, 

harassment, bullying, and a degree of living that is not optimal when compared to 

students who are not transgender or nonbinary. They also acknowledged that transgender 

and nonbinary students should not experience this type of treatment and felt that schools 

(and society) should be more welcoming and inclusive.  

Furthermore, educators expressed that all students should have the same rights 

and abilities to live happy, healthy, equitable lives. Queer theory is a basis for gender 

rights, which suggests that no one’s life should be limited based on their gender identity 

(Wilchins, 2014). By treating transgender and nonbinary students in a harmful manner, 

these students’ basic rights are violated. The negative treatment transgender and 

nonbinary students are forced to endure hinders them from being able to live 

authentically, which not only leads to unhappiness and insecurity, but it also impedes 

their ability to achieve academic success. Queer theory suggests that all members of a 

society have a responsibility to act ethically towards each other, and this includes treating 

each other with respect and compassion (Smith, 1998). Educators expressed that in order 

to create an inclusive community for all students, no student should be treated poorly 

based on their gender identity.  

Further Research 

Further research should be conducted in elementary and middle schools to 

examine the attitudes of the educators who teach younger children. Because this study 

focused on students in adolescence, the educators’ feelings and practices could be 

affected by the age of the students and the beliefs that these students are closer to 

adulthood than younger students. 
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Recommendation for Practice 

All members, including educators, parents, students, and staff of the Charter 

School and the Private School in this study should be made aware of the expectations, 

policies, and practices of their respective schools in upholding an inclusive and 

welcoming environment (Mayo, 2014). The values and practices of the schools should be 

displayed in the schools’ handbooks and be required reading for all members at the 

beginning of the school year. A lack of language to express how the school fosters an 

inclusive culture can lead to confusion in practices and behavior (Gruenert & Whitaker, 

2015).  

Furthermore, educators can team up with advocacy groups to lead the charge for 

school inclusion of all students outside of the school building. This can be done by 

participating in events, keeping abreast of policies and voting for inclusive laws, and 

using their voices in educational board meetings. 

Theme 2: Making Mistakes 

Educators’ experiences with transgender and nonbinary students have been 

awkward and/or painful at times, especially when educators make mistakes. When asked 

about the challenges they had when addressing gender identity, some participants 

expressed specific moments when they made mistakes addressing a student’s name 

and/or pronouns correctly. These moments typically happened when teachers and 

administrators unintentionally used the legal name of the student or when they forgot the 

student’s preferred pronoun. In each of these incidences, participants described 

uncomfortable emotional states. Their reactions ranged from distress and a desire to do 

better in addressing their students to frustration at not knowing how to address their 
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students appropriately. In two cases, however, it appeared to me that teachers minimized 

the impact of their mistakes. Nevertheless, they all responded that they understood the 

importance of using students’ preferred names and pronouns.  

Educators’ efforts to support their transgender and nonbinary students are shaped 

by the culture of the school. According to Mayo (2014), teachers and administrators 

desire to create a welcoming, supportive experience for their students but fear the 

reactions and treatment of their colleagues who are not as supportive of an inclusive 

environment. Also, the reactions of the community surrounding the school, including 

local, state, and national legislation, affect educators’ comfort and even ability in creating 

and maintaining safe, inclusive environments for students (Thoreson, 2016).  

Teachers and administrators need to feel that making mistakes with names and 

pronouns is not an irreparable situation (Paterson, 2021). By acknowledging the incorrect 

name and/or pronoun and correcting it as soon as possible with an apology, most 

transgender and nonbinary students feel this is sufficient. 

Connection to Literature 

Pennell (2017) stated that to address the needs of transgender and nonbinary 

students, teachers must be aware of their own beliefs and biases. Because of a prevalence 

of heteronormative ideals and practices, at times, educators are not cognizant of their 

behaviors; thus, they are susceptible to making mistakes unwittingly. However, in some 

cases, teachers willfully refuse to address students by their preferred names and pronouns 

because of their personal beliefs. Sorto (2019) stated that some teachers resist using 

gender-neutral pronouns because it does not conform to a “traditional” heteronormative 

model. Others have difficulty using pronouns such as “they” when addressing a singular 
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person (Fagell, 2019). Still others, according to Reilly (2019), reject the idea of 

transgender and nonbinary gender identities because of religious reasons. While 

interviewing the participants, none of the faculty or administrators/staff verbally 

acknowledged any bias, although they admitted to making mistakes. 

Connection to Theories 

Social identity theory suggests that with the process of social categorization, 

people label themselves according to an established group. Students who consider 

themselves as transgender and nonbinary connect their identity to being a member of that 

particular group, and that includes practicing the behaviors associated with that group and 

being treated in a manner that is associated with that group (Stets & Burke, 2000). This 

includes the use of preferred names and pronouns within and without a student’s 

identified group. As transgender and nonbinary students connect to a group, so do 

cisgender faculty and administration/staff connect to another group and adopt those 

practices and beliefs.  

Furthermore, social identity discusses the concept of social comparison, whereas 

people within and without a particular group compare and contrast themselves against 

each other (Hogg, 2000). In this case, people’s personal concepts of identity can affect 

their behavior towards transgender and nonbinary students. 

Queer theory challenges the notion of heteronormativity, promoting the idea of 

gender fluidity and disclaiming the validity of cisgender identities as “normal.” It also 

explores the harm of considering transgender and nonbinary people as abnormal and 

wrong. 

Further Research 
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Further research should be conducted with educators who have experiences with 

transgender and nonbinary people outside of the school on a regular basis compared to 

those who only have limited experiences with transgender and nonbinary students during 

the school hours. Also, case studies that focus on educators’ beliefs about transgender 

and nonbinary identities over an extended period of time may provide insight into the 

development and possible changes in mindsets. 

Recommendation for Practice 

According to Warwick International Higher Education Academy (2021), several 

steps can be taken to correct mistakes made by educators in misgendering or using wrong 

names. The educator should (a) offer a brief and clear apology, (b) make the correction at 

the time they are made aware of it, (c) not linger on the mistake but move on with what is 

going on, and (d) perform actions that will help the educator make right actions rather 

than mistakes in the future.  

Theme 3: Changes Over Time and Place 

Educators have noticed that their experiences with transgender and nonbinary 

students have changed over time and are affected by location and type of school; 

however, the culture of a school reflects the support educators feel they have in 

addressing their students’ needs (Gruenert & Whitaker, 2015). Participants in the study 

acknowledged that the overall culture of their current schools was inclusive and 

supportive of transgender and nonbinary students in terms of practices and policies. 

When asked to discuss the conditions of previous schools, several participants responded 

that they were not always in schools that addressed the needs of transgender and 

nonbinary students. In most cases, the schools that did not have a supportive culture were 
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religious-based institutions. Furthermore, schools in more urban areas with more diverse 

populations tended to be more accepting of differences in people than schools that were 

more homogenous.  

Moreover, participants stated that because society at large is more aware and 

openly expressive of transgender and nonbinary identities today than in the past, their 

educational institutions also reflect this change in time. Participants explained that in 

their earlier years as educators, they did not have the language or understanding of 

transgender and nonbinary identities and, thus, did not receive support on how to address 

the needs of their transgender and nonbinary students. Today, people have more 

resources to receive up-to-date information about transgender and nonbinary topics and 

issues; the most credible of these resources are groups such as Gender Spectrum, 

Teaching Tolerance, and GLSEN (Southern Poverty Law Center, 2018). Moreover, 

because there is more acceptance in the larger community than in years past, the 

participants explained that the culture of their current schools supports their transgender 

and nonbinary students’ experiences in living authentic lives. 

Connection to Literature 

Several bills have been passed in different states that encourage or discourage the 

support of transgender and nonbinary students. In North Carolina, House Bill 2, also 

known as the Public Facilities Privacy & Security Act, was passed in March 2016 (House 

Bill, 2016); however, it was repealed in March 2017, after widespread state and 

nationwide protests with the passage of House Bill 142 (House Bill, 2017). Additionally, 

several acts, such as the Fair Education Act and Student Non-Discrimination Act of 2018, 

have focused on discrimination against LGBTQ students; thus, there have been times 
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when transgender and nonbinary students had more support to live authentic lives and 

other times when their expression and rights were severely limited. For educators to 

understand the rights of transgender and nonbinary students in public schools, the 

National Education Association (2016) created the Legal Guidance on Transgender 

Students’ Rights. 

Sadowski (2020) stated that schools must create environments that are gender-

inclusive for their transgender and nonbinary students to have better school experiences. 

Moreover, for everyone to have an optimal experience in school, a school’s culture sets 

the precedent (Gruenert & Whitaker, 2015).  

Connection to Theories 

Ecological systems theory suggests that people develop within a system of 

relationships to their environment – microsystem, mesosystem, exosystem, and 

macrosystem (Gilstrap & Zierten, 2020). These systems shape one’s identity and impact 

their experiences. They include one’s family; social and educational institutions; and 

local, state, and national communities. Bronfenbrenner (1981), the originator of 

ecological systems theory, proposed that people’s behavior is influenced by their 

environments. Educators in North Carolina have been limited by laws that forbid them 

the freedom of enacting some practices and policies. Also, because of the political 

climate, their behavior and sense of morality are influenced by those around them. 

Nevertheless, faculty and administration/staff who have had the freedom and school 

culture to support transgender students and foster an inclusive school environment have 

done so, thus allowing students to live authentic lives. It can be concluded that students 

who experience positive relationships in their environment tend to have a healthier and 
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happier understanding of their identity and the identities of others.  

Further Research 

Further research should be conducted to look at social and political behaviors, 

such as acts, bills, and laws related to transgender and nonbinary people on local, state, 

national, and international levels. Acts such as Assembly Bill 245 in California (2021), 

HB 675 in Idaho (2022), and multi-state bans on transgender students from participating 

in school sports are some of the acts, bills, and laws that have been passed or are being 

considered to be passed. By researching local and state politics and looking at the beliefs 

and practices of schools in those states, educational institutions, especially those that are 

public, can address the needs of transgender and nonbinary students beyond the schools 

themselves and look at larger implications (Yurcaba, 2021).  

Moreover, more research into the beliefs and practices of religious institutions and 

how they address the needs of transgender and nonbinary students may provide insight 

into similarities and differences among all types of educational establishments. This 

research could also consist of the types of employees hired at the schools, the families 

who decide to attend these schools, and the attrition rate of both educators and students. 

Recommendation for Practice 

Although public schools and, to a degree, charter schools are bound by the laws of 

their local and state legislation, there are several charter schools throughout the country 

that are leading the charge for LGBTQ inclusivity (Butler, 2021). These schools can be 

studied and partnered with to create inclusive practices. Public schools, on the individual 

and district levels, and private schools, individually, should conduct an audit in and out of 

the classroom to make sure they have inclusive policies and practices. 
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Theme 4: Representation Matters 

  Participants stated that they understood the importance for students to see 

representations of themselves in class curriculum as well as support of them in school 

policies and practices. However, there is a need for professional development because, at 

the studied sites, most professional learning is done informally and individually. 

Participants were asked about how their curriculums included transgender and nonbinary 

topics and issues. Humanities teachers appeared to have a greater ease in including 

transgender and nonbinary creators, inclusive activities, and discussions that focused on 

marginalized people in their smaller and larger communities. Science teachers expressed 

their concern about projects and assignments that were more binary in nature and their 

difficulty in changing these assignments to be more inclusive. However, all teachers 

stated that there was, at times, difficulty in finding resources for material to use in their 

classrooms.  

Administrators explained changes in some of their policies and practices, such as 

allowing students to use preferred names and pronouns on internal documentation, 

creating spaces in schools that are gender neutral, and ending social events such as 

traditional prom courts. Nevertheless, administrators stated their frustration at the 

difficulties of using students’ preferred names and pronouns on external documents such 

as transcripts and the limitations of their software. 

Both teachers and administrators expressed a need for professional development 

in meeting the needs of their transgender and nonbinary students within and without the 

classroom. They stated that their current education on their students’ needs was done in 

an informal capacity. In fact, many educators explained that they received information 
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about the changes in language and ideal practices from colleagues within and without 

their respective schools as well as from the students themselves. There were some 

conflicting results related to this theme, however. Although most participants expressed 

that they welcomed more formal professional development, some participants felt that 

they did not prefer to have more official meetings focused on transgender and nonbinary 

topics. 

Connection to Literature 

According to Prescott (2018), teachers have had difficulty in finding material to 

create a gender-inclusive curriculum and, in cases where the material exists, it may not 

conform to educational local and state standards. Also, although groups such as Gender 

Spectrum and Teaching Tolerance.org provide resources for teachers of several 

disciplines, in some cases, teachers are hesitant to implement these resources (Page, 

2017). In fact, legislation in some states forbids the inclusion of LGBTQ-focused 

materials and practices (Petrilli, 2017). Also, according to Stoltzfus (2016), some 

teachers fear the reactions of parents and the outside community in including materials 

that address transgender and nonbinary identities. Indeed, some educators have been 

discouraged from including transgender and nonbinary issues and topics (Thoreson, 

2016). Although some individual teachers have expressed comfort in including LGBTQ-

related material in their curriculums, hesitancy still exists due to perceived backlash from 

their communities (Page, 2017).  

Connection to Theories 

Queer theory suggests that one’s attitude and practices, including the creation and 

implementation of an inclusive curriculum, can have a major impact on transgender and 
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nonbinary students (Davis, 2012). An inclusive curriculum can foster positive 

relationships within schools and optimal experiences for students of all gender identities. 

Educators in this study found that they had more freedom than educators in other schools 

to dictate what would be in their curriculum, especially the teachers in the humanities, 

and felt that all students benefitted from materials that were inclusive of all genders. 

Ecological systems theory suggests that the availability or lack of resources and 

professional development in school systems can be related to the values and beliefs of the 

societies surrounding the school (Bronfenbrenner, 1981); thus, in environments where 

addressing the needs of transgender and nonbinary students is highly valued, more 

emphasis is placed on providing materials needed to accomplish this goal. In areas where 

transgender and nonbinary support is lacking or even discouraged, less importance is 

placed on creating inclusive materials and practices.  

Further Research 

Like the suggested further research for the third theme, research can be conducted 

looking at the political landscape of a community and measuring the support educators 

receive in providing transgender and nonbinary resources. These resources can be 

materials as well as time and space to create assignments and activities that include all 

gender identities. Also, an in-depth study of how race and religion have been added to 

curriculums to make them more inclusive may provide a model for adding gender-

inclusive material. 

Furthermore, research on the various types of curriculums in different disciplines, 

including humanities and STEM subjects, can provide insight into how gender-inclusive 

materials and activities can be included in curriculums. Lastly, research on different 
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grade levels of schools that include gender-inclusive curriculums can suggest grade-

appropriate materials that address the needs of transgender and nonbinary students. 

Recommendation for Practice 

Administrators need to provide at least one opportunity for formal training per 

year for all faculty and staff. This professional development should include resources and 

examples of incorporating transgender and nonbinary topics and creators in curriculums, 

the current appropriate language, and best practices in addressing the specific needs of 

transgender and nonbinary students. Furthermore, all members of the school community 

would benefit from partnerships with transgender and nonbinary people and 

organizations. 

Theme 5: Minimalizing Impact of Behavior 

When questioned about the mistakes they made in addressing students by their 

preferred names and pronouns, educators seemed to appear defensive and unaware of the 

impact their behavior had on students. Although they expressed that they had 

misgendered or misnamed their students, teachers followed up their admissions with 

reasons why they had made the mistakes that appeared to be excuses rather than 

acceptances of why they should behave better. One teacher commented that her age and 

the large number of students she taught were the reasons why she had misgendered a 

student. Another teacher inferred that her challenges were the result of a student changing 

their name more than once. These teachers recognized that the mistakes were hurtful to 

the students, but they also felt that much was being asked of them to remember the 

students’ preferred names and pronouns. 

Educators also seemed to insinuate that students did not extend grace and 
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understanding to them when they made these mistakes. One teacher responded that she 

wanted to tell a student that they were overreacting when their name and pronoun were 

not addressed correctly. She stated that she felt the student was “mean” when responding 

to the teacher’s mistake. Another teacher felt that students should understand that the 

mistakes she made were not intentional, and she appeared to resent that the students who 

had been misgendered or misnamed had talked to another teacher about the incident 

rather than to her. A third teacher felt that she was the target of a student’s frustration and 

anger because of what she represented to the student – a cisgender woman.  

Lastly, teachers seemed to put the responsibility on the students to correct them 

when they make mistakes. One teacher asked her students to give her suggestions for 

how she could be more inclusive in her language. Another stated that she asked her 

students for help often in appropriate language use. 

Connection to Literature 

The Legal Guidance on Transgender Students’ Rights (National Education 

Association, 2016) states that transgender students have a right to be addressed by their 

preferred names and pronouns. Furthermore, the document states that transgender 

students have the right to be treated with respect. As given rights, educators do not have a 

choice of whether they will adhere to this mandate. Although it is understandable that 

people make mistakes, violating the rights of any student should be treated with the 

seriousness it deserves. Indeed, in March 2021, the North Carolina Department of Public 

Instruction required that students’ preferred names be listed in the student information 

system that all public schools use (Polaski, 2021).  

Connection to Theories 
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Although educators may believe that they are addressing the needs of their 

students, they may have underlying biases of which they may not be aware. Ecological 

systems theory suggests that people’s practices and beliefs are shaped by their 

environments (Bronfenbrenner, 1981); thus, subconsciously, teachers may not understand 

the seriousness of their mistakes on their students because they may exist in communities 

where transgender and nonbinary people are very underrepresented.  

Furthermore, educators who consider themselves cisgender may have more 

difficulty in truly empathizing with transgender and nonbinary students, thus leading to 

not taking the mistakes they make as impactful. Social identity theory states that people 

develop a mentality of in-groups and out-groups (David, 2015). No matter how well-

meaning a cisgender educator may be, that educator may develop a mental block in 

adjusting behavior to honor the needs of transgender and nonbinary students.  

Further Research 

Further research should be conducted in schools by analyzing student surveys on 

how often they are misnamed or misgendered. The surveys should include narrative 

opportunities for students to describe the situations and educators’ reactions when the 

misnaming and misgendering occurred. By looking at the variety (or lack thereof) of 

responses, administration may have the opportunity to provide training to help educators 

respond appropriately and, hopefully, greatly minimize the number of times these 

happenings occur. 

Recommendation for Practice 

Similar to the recommendations for the theme of Making Mistakes, educators 

need to know the proper way to correct their errors; however, educators also need 
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professional development in understanding the profound consequences of their mistakes. 

This will require in-depth, sensitivity training. Programs like SEED (Chen et al., 2021) 

are great resources for personal and professional development in empathy, equity, and 

inclusion.  

Implications  

 Upon evaluating the results of the study, the implications suggest that educators 

are willing to make changes to address the needs of all students, including transgender 

and nonbinary students. These changes consist of developing a curriculum that includes 

transgender and nonbinary voices and topics. Also, many educators structure documents 

to include pronouns and chosen names that are different than students’ legal designations. 

Furthermore, practices and policies are put into place to aid in the comfort and inclusion 

of transgender and nonbinary students. Nevertheless, at times, educators experience 

challenges in which they make mistakes in addressing students by their preferred names 

and pronouns, or they may have assignments and activities that do not include 

populations of transgender and nonbinary people. In these cases, educators experience 

feelings of distress and failure. Furthermore, educators do not have enough opportunities 

for formal professional development to aid them in addressing their transgender and 

nonbinary students’ needs and, thus, depend on their own personal research and/or 

reaching out to the students themselves for education. The implications of this research 

are critical to all educators, both teachers and administrators, in that they give a basis for 

emotional and practical support educators need to provide an optimal learning 

environment for their transgender and nonbinary students. 

Delimitations 
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According to Theofanidis and Fountouki (2019), delimitations are limitations 

created by the researcher that can affect the study. One delimitation of this study is the 

choice of schools to explore. In choosing two schools that consider themselves inclusive 

and do not have to adhere too strictly to local and state standards, many of the responses 

were similar in nature. Overwhelmingly, participants responded that they felt addressing 

the needs of transgender and nonbinary students was important and that they were 

practicing behaviors that aided in this process. Also, both schools were in close proximity 

to each other; therefore, there was less opportunity to fully explore ecological systems 

theory and the various effects of different communities on their educational systems.  

In collecting the demographics for my participants, I neglected to include 

information about their gender identities. I refrained from categorizing them as cisgender 

because that would have been an inference I would have been making about another 

person’s identity. Nevertheless, it would have been helpful to this study to include how 

the participants identified and to analyze the impact that might have had on the responses. 

Furthermore, a delimitation was not having a transgender or nonbinary person to review 

my study for any assumptions I may have made, offensive phrasing I may have used, or 

missing but important aspects that I should have included.  

Lastly, research bias is a delimitation that can affect the processing of narratives 

throughout the study. In the interviews with the participants, I focused on the interview 

prompts and did not shape questions based on presumptions. I also allowed participants 

to complete their answers and tried not to interrupt them.  

Limitations 

Limitations are conditions in a study that cannot be controlled by the researcher 
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(Theofanidis & Fountouki, 2019). The most significant limitation I encountered in 

conducting this study was the COVID-19 pandemic, which created the need for social 

distancing and led to the inability to conduct interviews in my participants’ physical 

presence. Because we were not able to meet physically, I was unable to control the 

participants’ settings; and in communicating over the Internet, I had to depend on the 

workings of technology. Participants may have been distracted or concerned that their 

answers could be heard by others who were not a part of this study.  

Furthermore, another limitation was the responses of the participants. In 

answering some of the questions, participants may have desired to present themselves in 

a particular manner. As much as I could encourage a safe environment, I had to depend 

on the honesty of the answers provided by the participants. Moreover, the participants 

expressed comfort with the topic. Thus, the responses were not as varied as they may 

have been if I had included participants who may not have been as comfortable with the 

topic. 

Summary of Findings 

This study revealed that educators understand the harsh conditions faced by 

transgender and nonbinary students and feel that it is essential to create welcoming and 

inclusive environments for their students. As teachers and administrators, they explained 

their importance in developing and maintaining practices and policies that reflect an 

inclusive school and that it is the responsibility of all members of the school community 

to support their transgender and nonbinary students. They also acknowledged that 

understanding the changes in language, societal norms, and laws in the larger community 

was important in shaping their beliefs and behaviors. 
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 Educators find that, at times, they fall short of addressing the needs of their 

transgender and nonbinary students. Not only do they make mistakes that they regret, but 

they also sometimes do not know how they should address these needs. They lack 

materials and knowledge, and this creates a sense of frustration within them. Because of 

the possibility of making mistakes and backlash from the community at addressing the 

needs of transgender and nonbinary students, they have anxiety about creating a gender-

inclusive school. Nevertheless, this study shows that educators care greatly about all their 

students and, above all, want transgender and nonbinary adolescents to have happy, 

healthy, productive experiences. They are willing to take the risks that could occur from 

gender inclusivity because in cultivating that culture, everyone can be their authentic 

selves and thrive academically, emotionally, socially, and physically in an environment 

that treats them with safety, respect, and dignity.  

Significance of Study 

This study was important in that it focused on the feelings and perceptions of 

educators, a topic that has not been explored as much as the practices and behaviors of 

educators and the experiences of transgender and nonbinary students. There is a lack of 

research on the mental and emotional states of teachers and administrators. By examining 

the experiences of educators, stakeholders can be better equipped in creating and 

supporting inclusive, welcoming, and productive educative environments for all 

community members. Furthermore, educators can participate in opportunities that would 

aid them outside of the school and improve their communities in supporting transgender 

and nonbinary people.  
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Executive Order 14021 

Presidential Documents Federal Register / Vol. 86, No. 46 / Thursday, March 11, 2021 / 

Presidential Documents 13803 Executive Order 14021 of March 8, 2021 Guaranteeing an 

Educational Environment Free From Discrimination on the Basis of Sex, Including 

Sexual Orientation or Gender Identity By the authority vested in me as President by the 

Constitution and the laws of the United States of America, it is hereby ordered as follows: 

Section 1. Policy. It is the policy of my Administration that all students should be 

guaranteed an educational environment free from discrimination on the basis of sex, 

including discrimination in the form of sexual harassment, which encompasses sexual 

violence, and including discrimination on the basis of sexual orientation or gender 

identity. For students attending schools and other educational institutions that receive 

Federal financial assistance, this guarantee is codified, in part, in Title IX of the 

Education Amendments of 1972, 20 U.S.C. 1681 et seq., which prohibits discrimination 

on the basis of sex in education programs or activities receiving Federal financial 

assistance. Sec. 2. Review of Agency Actions. (a) Within 100 days of the date of this 

order, the Secretary of Education, in consultation with the Attorney General, shall review 

all existing regulations, orders, guidance documents, policies, and any other similar 

agency actions (collectively, agency actions) that are or may be inconsistent with the 

policy set forth in section 1 of this order, and provide the findings of this review to the 

Director of the Office of Management and Budget. (i) As part of the review required 

under subsection (a) of this section, the Secretary of Education shall review the rule 

entitled ‘‘Nondiscrimination on the Basis of Sex in Education Programs or Activities 

Receiving Federal Financial Assistance,’’ 85 FR 30026 (May 19, 2020), and any other 
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agency actions taken pursuant to that rule, for consistency with governing law, including 

Title IX, and with the policy set forth in section 1 of this order. (ii) As soon as 

practicable, and as appropriate and consistent with applicable law, the Secretary of 

Education shall review existing guidance and issue new guidance as needed on the 

implementation of the rule described in subsection (a)(i) of this section, for consistency 

with governing law, including Title IX, and with the policy set forth in section 1 of this 

order. (iii) The Secretary of Education shall consider suspending, revising, or 

rescinding—or publishing for notice and comment proposed rules suspending, revising, 

or rescinding—those agency actions that are inconsistent with the policy set forth in 

section 1 of this order as soon as practicable and as appropriate and consistent with 

applicable law, and may issue such requests for information as would facilitate doing so. 

(b) The Secretary of Education shall consider taking additional enforcement actions, as 

appropriate and consistent with applicable law, to enforce the policy set forth in section 1 

of this order as well as legal prohibitions on sex discrimination in the form of sexual 

harassment, which encompasses sexual violence, to the fullest extent permissible under 

law; to account for intersecting forms of prohibited discrimination that can affect the 

availability of resources and support for students who have experienced sex 

discrimination, including discrimination on the basis of race, disability, and national 

origin; to account for the significant rates at which students VerDate Sep2014 15:16 Mar 

10, 2021 Jkt 253250 PO 00000 Frm 00001 Fmt 4790 Sfmt 4790 

E:\FR\FM\11MRE1.SGM 11MRE1 khammond on DSKJM1Z7X2PROD with 
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(LGBTQ+) are subject to sexual harassment, which encompasses sexual violence; to 

ensure that educational institutions are providing appropriate support for students who 

have experienced sex discrimination; and to ensure that their school procedures are fair 

and equitable for all. Sec. 3. General Provisions. (a) Nothing in this order shall be 

construed to impair or otherwise affect: (i) the authority granted by law to an executive 

department or agency, or the head thereof; or (ii) the functions of the Director of the 

Office of Management and Budget relating to budgetary, administrative, or legislative 

proposals. (b) This order shall be implemented consistent with applicable law and subject 

to the availability of appropriations. (c) This order is not intended to, and does not, create 

any right or benefit, substantive or procedural, enforceable at law or in equity by any 

party against the United States, its departments, agencies, or entities, its officers, 

employees, or agents, or any other person. THE WHITE HOUSE, March 8, 2021. [FR 

Doc. 2021–05200 Filed 3–10–21; 8:45 am] Billing code 3295–F1–P VerDate Sep2014 

15:16 Mar 10, 2021 Jkt 253250 PO 00000 Frm 00002 Fmt 4790 Sfmt 4790 
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Appendix E 

Email Request to Participants 
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Appendix F 

Informed Consent Form 
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Gardner-Webb University IRB 

Informed Consent Form 

 

Title of Study  

Education and the Gender Spectrum: Addressing Gender Identity Needs in the High 

School Environment 

 

Researcher (name and role/department)  

Donna Eason/Department of Education in Curriculum and Instruction 

 

Purpose 

The purpose of the research study is to explore the experiences of high school teachers 

and administrators in addressing gender identity (particularly transgender and nonbinary 

students) in their schools. I am interested in the thoughts and feelings of the participants 

as well as the actions and behaviors experienced in the school environment. 

 

Procedure 

What you will do in the study: 

Participants will be interviewed twice by me via Zoom, an online teleconferencing 

program. Participants will be video and audio recorded, and transcripts will be made of 

the recordings. Questions will be open-ended, allowing participants to follow a narrative 

path of their choosing. Participants will be allowed to skip any question that causes 

discomfort and can stop the interview at any time for any reason. 

 

Time Required 

It is anticipated that the study will require about 45 minutes/hours of your time for each 

interview. The total time should be approximately 90 minutes.  

 

Voluntary Participation 

Participation in this study is voluntary. You have the right to withdraw from the research 

study at any time without penalty. You also have the right to refuse to answer any 

question(s) for any reason without penalty. If you choose to withdraw, you may request 

that any of your data which has been collected be destroyed unless it is in a de-identified 

state. 

 

Confidentiality 

All recordings will be housed on my personal hard drive and not shared with anyone else. 

Upon the completion of the dissertation, all data, including recordings and transcripts, 

will be destroyed through deletion. 

 

The information that you give in the study will be handled confidentially. Your 

information will be assigned a code number (or pseudonym.) The list connecting your 

name to this code will be kept in a locked file. When the study has been completed and 

the data have been analyzed, this list will be destroyed. Your name will not be used in 

any report. None of your personal information will be given to anyone. 
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Risks 

There are no anticipated risks in this study.  

 

Benefits 

There are no direct benefits associated with participation in this study. The study may 

help us to understand how teachers and administrators experience addressing the needs of 

transgender and nonbinary students and may lead to ways in which to address these needs 

better. The Institutional Review Board at Gardner-Webb University has determined that 

participation in this study poses minimal risk to participants.  

 

Payment 

You will receive no payment for participating in the study.  

 

Right to Withdraw From the Study 

You have the right to withdraw from the study at any time without penalty. If you choose 

to withdraw from the study, your audio (or video) tape will be destroyed. 

 

How to Withdraw From the Study 

If you want to withdraw from the study, tell me to stop the interview. There is no penalty 

for withdrawing.  

If you would like to withdraw after your materials have been submitted, please contact 

Donna Eason at 919-259-5008.  

 

If you have questions about the study, contact: (List all researchers and contact 

information) 
Donna Eason 

EdD Candidate 

School of Education in Curriculum and Instruction, Gardner-Webb University 

XXXXXXX 

deason1@gardner-webb.edu 

 

Jennifer Putnam, EdD 

School of Education in Curriculum and Instruction, Gardner-Webb University  

Faculty Advisor telephone number 

jputnam2@gardner-webb.edu 

 

If the research design of the study necessitates that its full scope is not explained 

prior to participation, it will be explained to you after completion of the study. If 

you have concerns about your rights or how you are being treated, or if you have 

questions, want more information, or have suggestions, please contact the IRB 

Institutional Administrator listed below. 

 

Dr. Sydney K. Brown 

IRB Institutional Administrator 

Gardner-Webb University 

Telephone: 704-406-3019 

mailto:deason1@gardner-webb.edu
mailto:jputnam2@gardner-webb.edu
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Email: skbrown@gardner-webb.edu 

 

 

 

Voluntary Consent by Participant 

I have read the information in this consent form and fully understand the contents of this 

document. I have had a chance to ask any questions concerning this study and they have 

been answered for me. I agree to participate in this study. 

 

 

________________________________________________    Date: ______________ 

Participant Printed Name 

________________________________________________    Date: ______________ 

Participant Signature  

 

You will receive a copy of this form for your records. 

  

mailto:jrogers3@gardner-webb.edu
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Appendix G 

Interview Script 
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Hi, as you know, my name is Donna Eason and I’m conducting research on the 

experiences of teachers and administrators when addressing gender identity in their high 

schools. The interview should take approximately 45 minutes and will consist of open-

ended questions that will allow you to express yourself as much or as little as you would 

like. Although I will begin with planned questions, as the narrative progresses, I will ask 

follow-up questions based on your responses. 

 

Please know that at any time, you have the right to refuse to answer any questions and/or 

end the interview. You also have the right to withdraw from the interview process at any 

time with no penalty. 

 

Are there any questions? If not, then I’d like to propose a set of intentions before we 

begin. Please feel free to add to this list anything else that you feel would lead to a 

comfortable and productive experience. 

 

I will like for us to work together to create a narrative that authentically expresses your 

experiences. 

 

I will only ask questions that are relevant to this study. 

 

I will respect your feelings and understand that if you are not comfortable with a path of 

questioning, you can state that you do not feel comfortable and cease answering without 

explanation. 

 

I will ensure that you remain anonymous during and after the process. 

 

I will ensure that you will not be harmed in any way. 

 

Are there any additional intentions you would like to add? If not, we can proceed to the 

first question. 
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Appendix H 

Qualitative Questions 
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Tentative Questions for Faculty 

1. How would you describe gender identity? 

2. What issues do you think transgender and nonbinary students face in society? At your 

school? 

3. How would you describe your experience with transgender and nonbinary students in 

your teaching career? 

a. In the classroom 

b. In school in general 

4. How has gender identity influenced/affected your teaching? 

a. Curriculum 

b. Tools 

c. Classroom Management 

d. Personal behavior 

5. How would you describe the climate of your school as it relates to gender identity? 

 

Tentative Questions for Administration and Staff 

1. How would you describe gender identity? 

2. What issues do you think transgender and nonbinary students face in society? At your 

school? 

3. Describe your experiences with transgender and nonbinary students. 

4. How would you describe your experience with transgender and nonbinary students in 

your teaching career? 

5. How has gender identity influenced/affected you in your current position? 

6. How would you describe the climate of your school as it relates to gender identity? 
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