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Queer research + your teaching 

1 Think of a research publication that you have 
recently read on queer or LGBT matters. 

 

2 Has it informed your teaching-related work in 
some way? How so, or why not? 

 

3 If you can’t recall reading such a publication, 
why do you think that is? 

 



Queer research as a teaching/learning 
resource 

1 What are some key ideas and findings from queer 
research that may be useful in teaching English? 
 
A. Queering curricula and class conversations 

 
B. Acknowledging multisexuality, negotiating sexual 

identities 
 

C. Unpacking heteronormativity 
 

2  What are some ways of using queer research in 
teaching/learning English? 
 



Queering curricula: Teacher concerns 

• Their own lack of knowledge about LGBT issues, 
the lack of teaching materials, a lack of confidence 
(Yoshihara 2013) 

 

• LGBT issues not seen as relevant to students 

 

• Such discussions may make the classroom ‘unsafe’ 
by leading to ‘confrontation’ and changing the 
‘group dynamics for the rest of the course’ (Mitchell 
in Ó’Móchain, Mitchell & Nelson 2003) 



More teacher concerns 

• ‘We try not to indoctrinate students’ (so we do 
not discuss sexual identity) (Yoshihara 2013) 

 

• ‘topic of homosexuality [is] offensive to learners 
from some cultural backgrounds’ (O’Loughlin 2001) 

 

• Cultural/Institutional context discourages open 
discussion of sexuality issues (Ó’Móchain 2006) 

 



Rethinking the need to be experts, to 
create safety 

• ‘Do teachers need to be experts on lesbian and gay 
issues in order to facilitate inquiry? Or experts at 
facilitating inquiry?’ 

• ‘Do teachers need to decide for students what is 
culturally appropriate with regard to lesbian and gay 
themes? Or examine with students the intercultural 
complexities of negotiating these themes?’ 

• ‘Do we need to make our classes safe spaces for gay 
and lesbian topics and people? Or for questioning 
and unsettling our understandings of straight, gay, 
and lesbian topics and people?’ (Nelson in Ó’Móchain, 
Mitchell & Nelson 2003) 



Queer 

With queer theory, sexual identities are 
conceptualized as performative and 
communicatively produced – not acts but facts –  

and sexual identity categories are considered useful 
yet problematic because they can exclude as well 
as include, limit as well as liberate.  

The homo/hetero binary is recognized to be a 
broadly significant category of knowledge that 
shapes way of thinking and living… (Nelson 2009: 25) 



Attributions of discomfort 

When I asked students whether they felt comfortable 
during class discussion of same-sex affection, all said 
YES. 

When I asked if they thought any of their classmates 
had felt uncomfortable, they surmised as follows: 

–  man from Morocco said African students prob. uncomf. 

–  64-yr old woman from Hong Kong said older students 

–  woman from Korea said Muslim students 

–  man from Mexico said straight students  
                                    (Nelson in Ó’Móchain, Mitchell & Nelson 2003) 

 

 



I might not use the correct word 

Peter (student): ‘When the subject of wearing 
earrings came up, and [a classmate] said … if the 
girls don’t wear earrings other people might 
seem them as [a] tomboy… that’s when… gay 
subject, it just popped on my head. But I didn’t 
wanna say it.  

[Because] it might offend someone. Or it might hurt 
their feeling. Or they might take it in wrong way. 
Cause I might not use the correct word’ (Nelson 
2009:155) 



On the hot seat 

Teacher: Lesbian/gay content makes her feel ‘on 
the hot seat’:  

‘I don’t know… if I’m gonna get a homophobic 
comment… I think people look at me like 
‘What’s she gonna do or say?’…  

There’s… always this fine balance of saying 
something that resonates where they are… 
and also probably challenges them but… not 
to lose them’ (Nelson 2004:20) 



Teacher discomfort 

Teacher: ‘I want to let students know that even if I 
look nervous or blush, that I do want this 
conversation to happen… so there’s this 
nervousness of mine to try to project across 
cultures that, uh, I wanna have this 
conversation…  

[Because] I’m not comfortable with that topic being 
so uncomfortable for most of us in the world. The 
topic of two women in love or two men in love.’ 
(Nelson 2004: 21) 



Safe spaces? 

• If pedagogy is understood as ‘a space in which meanings 
are posed and contested’ (Simon 1992:69),  
– if language is understood to involve negotiating and contesting 

meanings,  
– if differential power relations that exist beyond the classroom 

are understood to exist within it as well, 
– if thinking is unsettling intellectually and emotionally (Britzman 

1995),  
– then is it possible to avoid fear or discomfort? 

• ‘Safe space’ metaphors in education can ‘censor critical 
reflection’ rather than encourage ‘the friction of dialogue’: 
‘teachers need to manage conflict, not prohibit it’ (Boostrom 
1998:407).    (argument from Nelson 2009: 83) 



Three approaches 

• Counseling approach 

• Controversies approach 

• Discourse Inquiry approach 

 

(Nelson 2009: 210) 



English as a gay lingua franca 

[In mainstream research] (homo)sexual identities 
are rarely considered relevant to language 
learning. However… Pablo clearly experienced his 
gay identity as highly salient to his social 
interactions, both inside and outside the 
classroom.  

It was the impetus for pursuing fluency in English 
and for migrating to an English-speaking country: 
He considered migration a pathway to gay 
liberation, and English the passport to a 
cosmopolitan gay life. (Nelson 2010: 458) 



Are you gay? 

• Mark, a teacher, reports that a volunteer conversation 
partner said to another teacher: ‘Is Mark gay? … And 
[the teacher] was shocked. She said How-How dare you 
ask that question? And he just kind of looked at her 
like… What’s wrong with that question?’ 
 

• Paige: ‘[In class] I’ll often explicitly talk about social 
conventions in the United States about asking people if 
someone is gay. And when that’s considered 
acceptable and when it’s not… Part of that is thinking 
of gay students in the room… I don’t really want 
everybody to start joking around and saying Are you 
gay, are you gay?’ (Nelson 2009:93) 

 



Identity processes 

‘Theorizing sexual identities as “situated practices” 
can make it possible to explore with students 
such questions as “under what circumstances one 
might identify oneself as this or that” (Sumara & 
Davis, 1998, p. 216).  

A pedagogic focus on the processes of identity 
negotiation would draw attention to the linguistic 
nuances, ambiguities, and consequences of how 
identities are communicated in various situations 
and settings.’ (Nelson 2009: 119) 

 



Decked out 

 A teacher educator:  

 ‘Once I went into a class and… this wonderful 
Japanese woman…was…completely decked out head 
to toe in triangles and k.d. lang buttons and was just 
really in the throes of… BEING out … Every topic she 
chose was gay related. For an oral presentation, for a 
writing project... And the teachers weren’t able to 
really give her direction on how to focus her topics. 
So I… went into class… and worked with her.’ (Nelson 
2009: 37) 

 



Reading schema 

• ‘Lesbian and gay students lack an audience of 
their peers, a group whose “reading schema” 
line up with their own’ (Malinowitz 1995:131) 

 

• For interviews with queer ESL students, see 
Kappra & Vandrick 2006 
 

 

 



Adept at sexual literacy 

 ‘Rather than constructing gay students (or 
teachers) as disadvantaged victims, it is helpful to 
keep in mind that sexual minorities – who must 
learn to ‘cloak meanings’ (Britzman, 1997, p. 193) – 
have often had to develop a particularly nuanced 
awareness of issues of language, literacy, identity, 
and representation…  

 Non-heterosexual people living within the 
heterosexual hegemony have had to become 
quite adept at sexual literacy’ (Nelson 2009: 215) 

 



Are we preparing students? 

• Are we adequately preparing … [LGBT students] 
to claim their speaking rights, both outside and 
inside the classroom? Are these students learning 
the things they need to know in order to manage 
their lives in the new country and the new 
language? 

• Are students who are not gay learning to consider 
things like the possible social consequences of 
speaking or writing in ways that unthinkingly 
construct their interlocutors as necessarily 
straight? (Nelson 2010: 460) 
 



Are gays born that way? 

• Students asked out teacher: ‘When did you 
know you were gay?’ ‘Are gays born that way?’ 

• He answered (information provision), but later 
reflected that ‘the focus should not be on the 
answers provided by the teacher but on the 
discourses invoked by the students’: 
– Sociopolitical context of the questions 

– Motivations behind the questions 

– Range of possible reactions (Curran 2006) 



Riddled with heteronormativity 

‘Queer commentary shows that much of what 
passes for general culture is riddled with 
heteronormativity.  

Conversely, many of the issues of queerness 
have more general relevance than one is 
normally encouraged to think’ (Berlant & 
Warner 1995:349) 

 



Few shared ‘truths’ 

Within the intercultural, international arenas of 
language classrooms, where there are few shared 
‘truths,’ … there may be a need to discuss  

• what constitutes homophobic speech in various situations, 
or  

• what the possible effects of such speech might be. 

Thus, the teaching aim would be… equipping 
students with ways of analysing the production 
and negotiation of sociosexual meanings and 
norms. (Nelson 2009: 90) 



Display for one’s peers 

• A teacher educator: ‘I think… racist and homophobic 
comments often come from… a display for one’s peers. 
Because… people police each other, police themselves. And 
are keeping themselves in line. And so you might as well 
name it… it is just a rhetorical stance and it’s attached to a 
group of people’ 
 

• ‘Conceptualizing homophobic or heterosexist comments as 
rhetorical stances may make it possible for teachers to 
diffuse their power by attending to them as textual 
productions and analyzing the points of view or interests 
that particular discursive positionings represent’ (Nelson 
2009: 85) 



Managing interactions 

• The pedagogic goal… is not to stop students from 
saying something offensive or even necessarily to 
reach agreement on which (or whose) rules are 
preferred but to look at how interlocutors identify 
and manage interactions in which rules about 
‘correctness’ or ‘appropriacy’ are not shared. 

• In other words, the focus is not necessarily on 
addressing homophobia per se but on addressing 
the issues such content raises about the 
processes of communication, discourse practice, 
and meaning making. (Nelson 2009: 89) 



Heteronormative thinking 

What needs to be addressed is not just students’ 
homophobic comments but the 
heteronormative thinking that underpins the 
language teaching industry as a whole. 
(Nelson 2009: 90) 



Questions to consider 

• How might you proactively make spaces for 
lesbian/gay matters instead of relying on 
students to do so, since they may be taking 
their cue from you? 

• Do the tasks and questions invite the ready 
participation of all students, whatever their 
own positionings vis-à-vis sexual identity? 

• Are taken-for-granted notions problematized, 
explored, and opened up? (Nelson 2004: 26) 

 



More questions to consider 

• Is it clear to students that gay themes are 
being used in ways that further the broad 
learning objectives of the class? 

• Do you have any concerns about broaching [or 
discussing] the topic? Might the students have 
similar concerns… and… how can you 
structure learning tasks that will be of 
practical use to them? (Nelson 2004:27) 



Uses of queer research 

• To learn, to gain knowledge, to get ideas from 
seeing what other teachers are doing 

• To spark collegial/professional development 
discussions on research-informed teaching 

• To defend/justify queer curricula 

• To create queer curricula using excerpts from 
research - narratives, interviews, dialogues, 
quotes, dilemmas, ideas – as discussion 
prompts/texts to analyse/models etc 

 



Queer research in/as curricula 

• Student online comments:  
– ‘I feel uncomfortable when I was seeing two gay 

on the street. I disagree about homosexual 
strongly. I don’t want to see them’ 

– ‘I don’t think that homosexuality is bad thing 
because we can love any body… it isn’t illegal’ 

• Pro-diversity students ‘projected themselves as 
intellectuals’, whereas anti-diversity students focused 
on personal feelings and experiences (which don’t 
require justification) (Nguyen & Kellog 2005) 

• Queer inquiry: Have students analyse other students’ 
views on this or similar topic along lines like these 

 
 



Learners vs teachers-in-training 

Tess: ‘I’ve used Cynthia’s article on heterosexism in ESL [Nelson 

1993] and taken it into my ESL classrooms… as well as teacher 
ed classrooms…  

The ESL students are far more progressive in their reading of that 
article than the teachers in training are…  

 
[ESL students discussed whether] a lesbian identity is… [in Korea, 

say] a trendy identity or whether it’s a real identity, and 
whether it’s a possible option and how possible is it. So it was 
an intersection of a race space with a gender space with a 
generational space…  

And that kind of discussion never came out in the teacher ed 
classes. Never.’ (Nelson 2009:78) 



Queer research in/as curricula 

• Classroom-life narratives – Nelson 2004; 2011 

• Student quotes – Kappra & Vandrick 2006; Nelson 
2009; 2010; Nguyen & Kellog 2005 

• Teacher quotes – Nelson 2009 

• Class conversations – Nelson 2009 (with moment-
by-moment commentary Nelson 1999), 
Ó’Móchain 2006 

• Researcher/Student interview – Ellwood 2006 

• Ethnographic play – Nelson 2011, 2013 
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