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WELCOMING AND AFFIRMING 
CLASSROOMS

Kar en  A ndr us Tol l a f iel d

?Why would you do that?? she asked.

I stared, not knowing how to respond. Why 
wouldn?t I help high school students who
needed an advisor for their club?

Who asked me that question? One of my 
elementary colleagues was questioning why I 
would offer to take on the role of advisor to 
the newly formed high school Gay Straight 
Alliance (GSA). She wasn't asking because I 
taught in a different building; she was asking 
because of the type of club with which I would 
be working. She couldn't understand why I

would put myself in that position, but I didn't 
think twice. Students could not have their club 
without a faculty advisor and no one else 
could--or would--take it on. As a teacher, I 
feel I have a responsibility to all students in the
district, not just those in my classes.

All school personnel have some responsibility 
for the well-being of the students in their 
schools, but classroom teachers have a direct 
impact on a daily basis. Educators come from 
diverse backgrounds and belief systems, but it 
is important to remember that in the 
classroom, our focus should always be on the 
students. In that moment, when my colleague 
expressed shock, I realized that there is more 
work to be done to help LGBTQ students and 
their families feel part of their school 
communities.

Imagine being a young child, excited for 
school and then realizing that your family is 
not represented in any of the books your 
teacher reads because you have two moms. 
Imagine that you are discouraged or even 
barred from participating in certain activities 
because of gender role expectations. N ow 
imagine older students who are not seeing 
their concerns or interests reflected in the 
literature they read, not learning about people 
(who identify as they do) who have 
accomplished great things. For these students, 
school is not always a welcoming, affirming 
place. By neglecting to include literature that 
includes LGBTQ characters or lessons that 
highlight the contributions of people who 
identify on the LGBTQ spectrum, educators 
are reinforcing that these identities don?t exist
or matter. 

H istorically, American school curricula was 
not diverse. Due to the neglect of recognizing 
the accomplishments of black Americans, 
Black H istory M onth began to be celebrated 
in classrooms across the country in the mid 
1970s. A few years later, Women?s H istory 
M onth was introduced to recognize the 
accomplishments of women. While the 
integration of such lessons throughout the year 
is preferable to isolating them during a 
particular month, educators were at least 
becoming aware of the massive omissions 
present and tried to create lessons that were
more reflective of our society.

Over time, more diversity has made its way 
into classrooms across grade levels and subject 
areas. As our student populations become 
more diverse, our lessons and materials are 
reflecting these changes in hopes that the 
students from different cultures will feel 
welcomed and that all may learn about one 
another. While most schools include such 
?multicultural? or ?diversity? lessons, the
majority are not LGBTQ-inclusive. 

If LGBTQ students are acknowledged at all, it 
is usually by focusing on the bullying these 
students often experience. Districts adopt 
various policies to counter such behavior. 
Unfortunately, anti-bullying programs are not 
enough. All students should expect to feel safe 
at school and we should be beyond trying to 
ensure student safety and begin focusing on 
inclusive education. When students are 
exposed to different types of families from an 
early age, they are more accepting of 
differences. When students understand that 
people are individuals with diverse interests, 
abilities, and identities, they are more willing 
to see LGBTQ people in the same light as
everyone else. 

Why is it important to mention the LGBTQ 
identities of people when discussing historical 
or contemporary figures and events?  
Acknowledging that LGBTQ people have 
accomplished great things and contributed to 
our collective history and contemporary 
society serves several purposes. By including 
these identities as one part of who these people 
were/are LGBTQ, students can find role 
models who show them that they do have a 
future and may go into any field in which they 
have an interest. Too often, students who 
identify on the LGBTQ spectrum do not see a 
future in the fields of science, government, 
teaching, etc., because they have never heard 
of anyone in these fields. Typically, the only 
"out" LGBTQ adults in our society are in the 
arts and entertainment fields and not everyone 
has the talent or desire to pursue those careers. 
Likewise, when non-LGBTQ students learn 
that, throughout history, LGBTQ identified 
people have existed in all facets of society and 
contributed in many ways, they become visible
and an accepted part of the world. 

As our political climate creates more division, 
it is important for us to help build unity within 

our classrooms and create welcoming spaces so 
all students feel they are part of the fabric of
our school and our society. 

   Rac hael  Haning
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All school personnel have some responsibility for the well-being of the 
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but it is important to remember that in the classroom, our focus should 
always be on the students. In that moment, when my colleague expressed 
shock, I realized that there is more work to be done to help LGBTQ 
students and their families feel part of their school communities.

Imagine being a young child, excited for school and then realizing that 
your family is not represented in any of the books your teacher reads 
because you have two moms. Imagine that you are discouraged or even 
barred from participating in certain activities because of gender role 
expectations. N ow imagine older students who are not seeing their 
concerns or interests reflected in the literature they read, not learning 
about people (who identify as they do) who have accomplished great 
things. For these students, school is not always a welcoming, affirming 
place. By neglecting to include literature that includes LGBTQ 
characters or lessons that highlight the contributions of people who 
identify on the LGBTQ spectrum, educators are reinforcing that these

 identities don?t exist
or matter. 

H istorically, American school curricula was not diverse. Due to the 
neglect of recognizing the accomplishments of black Americans, Black 
H istory M onth began to be celebrated in classrooms across the country 
in the mid 1970s. A few years later, Women?s H istory M onth was 
introduced to recognize the accomplishments of women. While the 
integration of such lessons throughout the year is preferable to isolating 
them during a particular month, educators were at least becoming aware 
of the massive omissions present and tried to create lessons that were
more reflective of our society.

Over time, more diversity has made its way into classrooms across grade 
levels and subject areas. As our student populations become more diverse, 
our lessons and materials are reflecting these changes in hopes that the 
students from different cultures will feel welcomed and that all may learn 
about one another. While most schools include such ?multicultural? or 
?diversity? lessons, the
majority are not LGBTQ-inclusive. 

If LGBTQ students are acknowledged at all, it is usually by focusing on 
the bullying these students often experience. Districts adopt various 
policies to counter such behavior. 
Unfortunately, anti-bullying programs are not enough. All students 
should expect to feel safe at school and we should be beyond trying to 
ensure student safety and begin focusing on inclusive education. When 
students are exposed to different types of families from an early age, they 
are more accepting of differences. When students understand that people 
are individuals with diverse interests, abilities, and identities, they are 
more willing to see LGBTQ people in the same light as
everyone else. 

Why is it important to mention the LGBTQ identities of people when 
discussing historical or contemporary figures and events?  
Acknowledging that LGBTQ people have accomplished great things and 
contributed to our collective history and contemporary society serves 
several purposes. By including these identities as one part of who these 
people were/are LGBTQ, students can find role models who show them 
that they do have a future and may go into any field in which they have 
an interest. Too often, students who identify on the LGBTQ spectrum 
do not see a future in the fields of science, government, teaching, etc., 
because they have never heard of anyone in these fields. Typically, the 
only "out" LGBTQ adults in our society are in the arts and entertainment 
fields and not everyone has the talent or desire to pursue those careers. 
Likewise, when non-LGBTQ students learn that, throughout history, 
LGBTQ identified people have existed in all facets of society and 
contributed in many ways, they become visible
and an accepted part of the world. 

As our political climate creates more division, it is important for us to 
help build unity within our classrooms and create welcoming spaces so 
all students feel they are part of the fabric of
our school and our society. 
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If LGBTQ students are acknowledged at all, it is usually by focusing on 
the bullying these students often experience. Districts adopt various 
policies to counter such behavior. 
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students are exposed to different types of families from an early age, they 
are more accepting of differences. When students understand that people 
are individuals with diverse interests, abilities, and identities, they are 
more willing to see LGBTQ people in the same light as
everyone else. 

Why is it important to mention the LGBTQ identities of people when 
discussing historical or contemporary figures and events?  
Acknowledging that LGBTQ people have accomplished great things and 
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The OCTELA newsletter is published throughout the year and distributed to OCTELA members. Articles 
cover events and topics of interest to OCTELA members and English Language Arts educators at large. If you 

have information you think would enliven or inform our audience, please submit it to the editor via mail or email. 
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