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Out Gay and Lesbian K-12 Educators: 

A Study in Radical Honesty 

William DeJean 

Abstract: Interpretive methodology is used to study the experiences of gay and lesbian K-12 

Caucasian educators in California who consider themselves “out” within the classrooms in which 

they teach. Three main research questions framed this study: What are the lived experiences of 

out gay and lesbian K-12 educators? What are the interconnections between being out, 

pedagogical beliefs, and pedagogical practices? What factors support gay and lesbian educators 

to remain out within their classroom environments? Five main themes emerged from individual 

and focus group interviews with the ten out gay and lesbian teachers: 

 

Keywords: Coming out, gay and lesbian teachers, literacy, role models 

 

About the Author:  William DeJean is a lecturer in Middle School Education at Charles Sturt 

University. He has taught both at the high school and university levels and continues to work 

with Advancement Via Individual Determination teachers throughout the United States. His 

research focuses on issues of social justice, gay and lesbian educators, and literacy education. (E-

mail: wdejean@csu.edu.au) 

 

 At work, people used to speak to me in whispers. Over the years, I became strangely 

accustomed to it. Whenever a colleague lowered his or her voice or asked to speak to me 

“outside,” I always knew the ensuing topic of the conversation. Because I was a gay man who 

taught in a large public high school, people often felt they could not talk with me about a lesbian 
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or gay student who was having trouble or discuss with me how to deal with a homophobic 

comment made in a class without lowering their voices. 

 I was never surprised. My experience as a gay teacher reminded me that for many it was 

not safe to be gay or lesbian on a high school campus, let alone discuss the topic out loud.  

 When I first entered the field in 1993, I knew few gay or lesbian K-12 teachers. The ones 

I met often warned me of the jeopardy I would face if I decided to be out at school, not to 

mention in my classroom. Because of the fear caused by these warnings, my first years of 

teaching were filled with searching for healthy role models and mentors who could support my 

quest to become authentic within my classroom.  

 These experiences led me to research gay and lesbian California educators who were 

conducting their professional lives with full voices. With gay and lesbian issues receiving 

increased visibility within the K-12 setting, researchers are examining the experiences of gay and 

lesbian K-12 educators in schools (Harbeck, 1992; Jennings, 1994; Kissen, 1996; Letts & Sears, 

1999;  Sanlo, 1999). Yet, few research studies have specifically examined gay and lesbian 

educators who consider themselves “out” in the classroom.  

 

METHODOLOGY 

Research Questions and Interpretive Framework 

 Three main research questions framed this study: What are the lived experiences of out 

gay and lesbian K-12 educators? What are the interconnections between being out, pedagogical 

beliefs, and pedagogical practices? What factors support gay and lesbian educators to remain out 

within their classroom environments? I chose an interpretive methodology (Erickson, 1986; 

Gubrium & Holstein, 2000) to addresses these questions since it offered me the best opportunity 
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to understand the collective lived experiences of out gay and lesbian K-12 educators from their 

own vantage point: “the central questions of interpretive research concerns issues of human 

choice and meaning, and in that sense they concern issues of improvement in educational 

practice” (Erickson, 1986, p. 122).  

  Although interpretive research is nested among other qualitative traditions, its’ meaning 

is defined not by external observation of participants but “centered both in how people 

methodically construct their experiences and their worlds and in the configurations of meaning 

and institutional life that inform and shape their reality-constituting activity” (Gubrium & 

Holstein, 2000, p. 488). Thus, the interpretation of participants’ experiences from their own 

location is the central focus. With gay and lesbian educators often representing an invisible and 

silent minority within the public school community, an interpretive methodological perspective 

that centers on and honors these teachers’ voices and experiences throughout the research 

process offers an ideal way for making their experiences visible and their voices heard. 

 Participants involved in an interpretive study often are co-researchers, providing their 

input and perspective to the material being collected and analyzed. Further, within an interpretive 

perspective, it is an asset if the principal researcher is a member of the community being studied 

because, as Erickson (1986, p. 142) contends, “trust and rapport in fieldwork are essential if the 

researcher is to gain valid insights into the informant’s point of view.”  

 

Participants 

  Participants were K-12 teachers who identified as lesbian or gay, considered themselves 

out in the classroom, and currently worked at a California public school.1 I posted requests on 

numerous local and state educational list-serves, contacted Gay, Lesbian, Straight Education 
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Network chapters throughout California, and e-mailed numerous educational colleagues and 

contacts. After three months, five gay men and five lesbians who considered themselves out in 

the classrooms in which they teach agreed to participate. No teachers of color responded to my 

multiple local, state, and national requests for participation.2 

 Six of these participants (two men and four women) were teaching in Southern California 

and four participants (three men and one woman) in Northern California. Two teachers worked 

at the elementary level, one at the middle school level, and seven at the high school level. Four 

taught in urban settings and six in suburban settings. Their teaching experience ranged from 3 to 

28 years.  

______________ 

INSERT TABLE 1 ABOUT HERE 

______________ 

Data Collection and Analysis 

To ensure reliability as well as to increase validity, data collection was separated into two 

parts: individual interviews and focus groups (Madriz, 2000).  

Nine of the ten tape-recorded interviews were conducted after school hours inside the 

participant’s classroom. Once interviews had been transcribed, typically a few weeks later, each 

teacher had an opportunity to review his or her complete transcripts as well as a copy of his or 

her coded transcript. This provided multiple opportunities for participants to make changes and 

to question or confirm the designated codes. 

To ensure validity as well as to triangulate the data, the second part of the data collection 

process consisted of Northern and Southern California focus groups. Both focus groups provided 

participants the opportunity to discuss the interview questions as a collective group, as well as to 
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question or confirm the coded themes that emerged from their collective interviews. Often each 

focus group became a lively discussion of the research questions, the findings, and their 

experiences. For many, this was the first time they had met other out gay and lesbian educators. 

Once each focus group confirmed the coded data, Northern and Southern California 

findings were compared.   

 

Limitations 

 The themes that emerged in this study are from the vantage point of only white teachers, 

who work in a single state within the United States. Also, by design, this initial study did not 

include the experiences of out bisexual and transgendered educators. Finally, this study did not 

take into account heterosexual or LGBTQ students’ experiences with out teachers. 

 

EMERGING THEMES 

 Five themes emerged which helped me address the three main research questions. If, as 

Nieto (2003, p. 12) argues, participating in “social justice is part of teaching,” then these 

teachers’ experiences as well as these five themes offer an important contribution to those 

working to ensure that schools are locations which model democratic ideals and guarantee social 

justice for all. 

 

Being Out Means a Commitment to Radical Honesty 

 One of this study’s purposes was to identify what it means to be out within one’s 

classroom. This issue emerged from years of interactions with colleagues, administrators, and 

professors throughout my teaching career who frequently asked me that question. My answers 
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prior to this study were often long and indirect. Yet I now see, based on these teachers’ 

individual and collective descriptions of their professional lives, that being out within one’s own 

classroom can be defined simply as an act of “radical honesty.” 

 As Blanton (1996) explains, a person who conducts his or her life based on the principals 

of radical honesty “prefers language that reveals what is so, whether it’s about someone else, the 

world, or himself” (p. 92). The ten teachers in the study practiced radical honesty by conducting 

their professional responsibilities in a way that consistently revealed the truth about their lives. 

They constructed classrooms with books, pictures, and posters which reflected inclusive images 

of the world. They brought their life partners to school or classroom events much in the same 

fashion as their heterosexual colleagues. They participated in open and honest dialogue with their 

classes and individual students. 

 In Jodie’s classroom radical honesty entailed truthfulness.3 When students ask what she 

did over the weekend, she talked “about this exactly the same as any of my colleagues would talk 

about their wife or husband.” Max, too, described radical honesty as central to his effectiveness 

as a teacher:   

Drama is all about exploration of identity and the difference between your identity as an 

actor and the characters’ identity and how does this character interact with this character 

because of who they are. So the curriculum in drama is simply [the exploration] of the 

human experience. And you have to come to that honestly as an actor. You have to come 

to that honestly as a writer. So I mean how [effective] would [my teaching] be if I weren’t 

coming into it honestly as a teacher? 

 Parker Palmer argues that partaking in radical honesty is an important step for the growth 

of teachers and the educational community as a whole because effective teaching is established 
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from authentic selfhood. Honesty is radical in that it is often disruptive to an educational system 

“that fears the personal and seeks safety in the technical, the distant, the abstract” (Palmer, 1998, 

p. 12). 

 In a complementary way, bell hooks (2000) simply explains that we must: 

tell the truth to ourselves and to others. Creating a false self to mask fears and insecurities 

has become so common that many of us forget what we are and what we feel underneath 

the pretense. Breaking through this denial is always the first step in uncovering our longing 

to be honest and clear. Lies and secrets burden us and cause stress. When an individual has 

always lied, he has no awareness that truth telling can take away this heavy burden. To 

know this he must let the lies go. (p. 48) 

 

A Commitment to Radical hHnesty Impacts the Teacher and His or Her Students and Their 

Classroom Community as a Whole 

 Committing to the practice of radical honesty within one’s classroom can be considered a 

risk. These teachers were exposed, at times, to negative student and parent responses or opened 

themselves to colleagues’ criticism. Jodie has had the word “Dyke” painted in her classroom’s 

photographic darkroom. Mark and Rick have been called into the administration office to address 

parent accusations of “recruiting youth into the gay and lesbian lifestyle.”   

 Fear was the central emotion the teachers experience while teaching within the 

educational closet; therefore, making a commitment to radical honesty impacted them personally 

by freeing up energy once consumed in hiding. Mark compared the difference between teaching 

inside and outside of the closet with “holding hands [with someone] with gloves on, and then 

taking the gloves off.” Marla compared it to playing soccer while “standing on one leg and trying 
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to kick the soccer ball.” As she described it, being out of the closet provided her with the ability 

to fully “participate in the game.” Radical honesty for Cathy meant simply being more relaxed in 

her classroom, while Lynn has been relieved of the stress under which she had previously been 

teaching.   

 Sapp (2001) argues that, “the way to seriously work for transformation of schooling is to 

vigilantly work for the transformation of Self” (p. 27). From this standpoint, it is not surprising 

then that a teacher who moves from fear and hiding to the commitment of radical truth telling 

would impact students and their classrooms. Jodie has seen this impact on students who don’t fit 

her school’s social norms wanting to “hang out” in her classroom throughout the day. Marla, too, 

is seen, at times, as a role model for gay and lesbian youth who have approached her for support 

and advice. Erin believed that being out within her classroom has helped transform it into a 

location of trust:    

I think that there’s a bigger sense of trust. A realness. That what I’m saying is from the 

heart and that they can believe it. And I think that goes into what I’m teaching…. I think 

that it helps that they know that I’m going to be truthful with them no matter what I’m 

talking about. 

 These teachers’ accounts serve as a reminder that to be educated within the public school 

system means much more than being socialized into acquiring subject matter to state standards or 

passing exit exams (Arnstine, 1995). Often education has the potential to be transformative for 

individuals when it moves past traditional banking models to connect a student’s “will to know 

with [his or her] will to become” (hooks, 1994, p. 19). This is because “[t]o educate is to guide 

students on an inner journey toward more truthful ways of seeing and being in the world” 

(Palmer, 1998, p. 6). From their experiences then, it may be safe to suggest that when teachers 
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commit to radical honesty, they help students to move past traditional structures of education, 

modeling for students how to become radically honest in their lives as well (Darder, 2002; Freire 

& Macedo, 1987).        

 

Identity Shapes Literacy Philosophies and Practices 

 While research has explored teacher’s literacy beliefs and practices (Grisham, 2000; 

Muchmore, 2001), few studies have examined specifically how a teacher’s identity impacts 

views and values of literacy instruction. Yet, as these teachers’ reflections indicate, a teacher’s 

identity plays an important role in shaping his or her literacy philosophy.   

 When I was being “trained” to be an English teacher in a California credential program, I 

was given the tools to ensure that my students would be literate within the parameters of the 

approved language arts curriculum. Often this training entailed being given pre-established 

curriculum that I was told could be used to achieve student success. I was never asked to reflect 

on my experiences of school, to consider my beliefs about literacy instruction, or how those 

personal beliefs are constructed. This is not surprising since many of our current educational 

policies focus on “one size fits all” methodologies that require little teacher input or reflection 

(Bartolome, 1996). I had never considered that this missing piece was important to my 

development until I understood the experiences of these ten teachers.     

 Vivid recollections of feeling fearful, being excluded, or having to hide their sexual 

orientation within the K-12 system were a powerful tool in the construction of these teachers’ 

expanded notions of literacy. Marla remembered feeling isolated due to the lack of gay or lesbian 

role models during her youth and Max recalled living with the fear that someone would find out 

that he was gay. Yet such painful experiences have become important wisdom.  
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 These teachers believe it is important to teach students not only  school sanctioned 

literacies, but to encourage them to explore intrapersonal literacy that fosters a greater 

understanding of their individual identities and beliefs as well as interpersonal literacies that 

provide a critical awareness and respect for the identities and values of others. As students in 

school Cathy and Lynne were often excluded from sports. For this reason their core philosophy 

in their physical education classrooms centered on the importance of inclusion. Thus, while their 

school sanctioned literacy practices teaches students how to play a variety of sports successfully, 

their interpersonal literacy instruction encouraged students to play and work successfully with 

others.  

 For many of these teachers, comprehending who they were as students in school served 

as forceful reminders of the importance of their students developing powerful self awareness. 

Erin spoke of a desire to assist her students in clarifying their personal values. Tom actively 

helped his students learn about their selves. While teaching students Language Arts, Mark taught  

kids how to be comfortable in their own individual skins as well. How empowering is 

that? Does that increase test scores? I honestly think it does, but more importantly, there 

is no doubt that it increases the quality of that young person’s life.   

As these examples indicate, these teachers believed that for students to participate successfully in 

the world, they must not only become proficient in reading the word, but must also become 

skilled at reading the world (Freire & Macedo, 1987).  

   

A School’s Leadership and Geographic Location Impacts Gay and Lesbian K-12 Educator’s 

Quest to Participate in Radical Honesty.  



                                                                                            

CSU Research Output 
http://researchoutput.csu.edu.au 

12

 Despite the diversity of their teaching contexts, these ten teachers were unified in an 

understanding that school administrators and a school’s location play powerful roles in teachers’ 

abilities to participate in radical honesty. 

 The first part of this theme serves as a reminder of the importance of effective school 

leadership. Whether it is a school’s principal, a school’s administration team, or a school 

district’s superintendent, school leadership often sets the tone and lays the foundation for the 

philosophies and practices with which teachers work (Blase & Kirby, 1992; Kouzes & Posner; 

1999; Sergiovanni, 1992). School leadership that actively values inclusion, honors diversity, and 

insists on a culture of respect can create a climate in which gay and lesbian educators are more 

freely able to teach authentically.   

 School leadership, at its best, instills safety and trust and is often a catalyst for teachers to 

do the same for their students. Jodie’s superintendent viewed her sexual orientation as an asset to 

the district. Rick valued his principal as a friend, colleague, and mentor. Erin worked for a 

principal who sought diversity when hiring staff and supported her decision to be out within her 

classroom.  

 Once a teacher comes out in his or her classroom the school’s leadership often becomes 

essential (Harre & Van Langenhove, 1999) for professionally handling any negative reactions 

associated with a teacher’s commitment to radical honesty. A supportive encouraging 

administration alleviates some of the stress and isolation many teachers feel when faced with 

negative responses. For instance, when a parent anonymously called the school’s administration 

accusing Rick of being a “radical homosexual,” his principal simply informed Rick “this is not 

something I want you to worry about” and that the administration would take care of it.  
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 School location, however, may be as important as school leadership in gay and lesbian 

educators’ being authentic in their classrooms. Mark observed that “California has been a very 

welcoming place for me as a teacher.” For Cathy, chose to work on the diverse and inclusive 

“West Side” of Los Angeles. Northern California teachers believed that living and teaching in 

the Bay Area, at times, made it easier to remain out within their classrooms. Erin explained: 

I would say geographically, given where we are definitely makes a difference. There are a 

lot of gay people in [this Bay area]. So the chance of kids having family or knowing 

somebody or coming across people or… knowing what a PRIDE sticker is, I think it 

definitely helps. So it’s not so foreign. 

 Discussions of location also highlight the significance of general lgbt anti-discrimination 

laws that have been put into place over the years in the state and its cities. Every teacher noted 

the importance of these laws that have, in turn, encouraged the establishment of educational 

policies in their districts. These provide the protection needed to teach authentically. 

  

A Teacher’s Identity is an Important Aspect of the Creation of a Quality Teacher 

 Palmer (1998) and hooks (1994) introduced me to the notion that a teacher’s identity is 

an important element in a quality teacher. From this introduction, I began to ask professional 

colleagues what makes for a quality teacher. Many focused on the importance of knowing one’s 

content area as well as being proficient in effective methodologies. Others told me of the need to 

make the curriculum interesting or relevant to students’ lives. Some suggested that a quality 

teacher is one who is constantly learning about the profession and bringing that knowledge into 

the classroom. Yet, few mentioned the significance of a teacher’s identity. 
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 I was reintroduced to this concept a few years later while I participated in an educational 

retreat with 35 educators who taught in locations throughout the country. The facilitator began 

the session by asking each of us to discuss in-depth the one teacher who had most impacted us. 

After nearly an hour’s discussion, the facilitator pointed out that no one had mentioned the 

subject or curriculum our teachers had taught. Simply put, we valued our teachers’ identities 

more than content knowledge. 

 Such experiences led me to believe that these ten educators’ experiences and the 

challenges they faced based on their sexual identity within the K-12 environment provided a 

unique vantage point. While their answers addressed the importance of understanding one’s 

subject, the central focus of their responses was founded on the importance of a teacher’s 

“identity and integrity” (Palmer, 1998, p. 10). For instance, Mark defined a quality teacher as one 

who is “real, and honest, and caring.” Rick saw a quality teacher as someone who is able to 

move past fear in order to lower his or her protective barriers. And Eric believed such a teacher 

is simply authentic within the classroom.   

 Hamachek (1999) points out:  

the kind of teacher one is is directly related to the kind of person one is… [S]ometimes in 

our quest for better teaching methods, more efficient instructional strategies, specifically 

defined behavioral objectives, and more effective methods of inquiry, we lose sight of the 

fact that the success of those “better” things depends very much on the emotional and 

psychological underpinning of the teacher who uses them. (p. 209) 

From this perspective, these teachers’ experiences serve as a catalyst for the expansion of 

traditional concepts of teacher quality. Although current political frameworks for teacher 

excellence have begun to narrow the definition to content knowledge (Kincheloe, 2004), a better 
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definition combines teacher content expertise with pedagogical awareness and critical self-

knowledge. This is especially important since influential teachers are remembered not simply for 

the subject they taught, but for “their personal attributes, physical characteristics, and teacher 

style” (Ruddell, 1995, p. 454). Being “critically conscious” (Darder, 2002, p. 121) of our school 

experiences, our fears about teaching, or simply of ourselves are important aspects of the 

creation of a teacher. As Kincheloe (2004, p. 58) contends, “becoming a critical complex 

practitioner necessitates personal transformation,” as well as a commitment to personal self-

awareness.  

 Within this model, these ten gay and lesbian educators showcase how critical self-

awareness and radical honesty can have a significant impact on a teacher and his or her 

classroom. If, as Palmer (1998) suggests, we ultimately teach who we are, then these ten teachers 

serve as a reminder that we need teacher education that cultivates not only curriculum expertise 

and pedagogical awareness, but also critical self-awareness and self-refection (Leistyna, 

Lavandez, & Nelson, 2004). 
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ENDNOTES 

                                            
1 Because I used an interpretive methodology that by design is organized to understand a small 

group, and knowing that this was preliminary research in the field, I chose to focus specifically 

on gay and lesbian educators, rather than to include bisexual and transgender teachers. At the 

start I believed that narrowing the research would limit the variables being examined and would 

help clarify the emerging themes. I envision a larger cohort as the next step in future research.    

2 While it is true that the public school teaching profession is predominately white (Howard, 

1999; Pang, 2005), the fact that no teachers of color responded to the multiple local, state, and 
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national requests for participation in this study raises important questions and further proves the 

need for “[e]ducation to address the troubling intersections of race and sexuality” (Kumashiro, 

2001, p. 20). For instance, how does race impact a teacher’s ability to be out in his or her 

classroom? How are the experiences of out gay and lesbian educators of color similar or different 

from those in this study? And what factors support gay and lesbian educators of color to remain 

out within their classroom environments? From an epistemological standpoint (Schwandt, 2000), 

it is essential that future research on out gay and lesbian educators focus specifically on out gay 

and lesbians from diverse racial backgrounds.   

3 Two teachers asked that pseudonyms be used when identifying them in the study. The 

remaining eight requested use of their real first names. 


