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Abstract 

Gender Policy-as-Practice with Young Children: The Politics of Gender-Justice in Early 

Childhood Education 

Carolina Snaider 

 

Trans and queer children are experiencing discrimination starting in the earliest years of 

schooling. In a paradoxical era of increased support for transgender and queer children on the 

one hand, and persistent gender violence on the other, this study examines how the New York 

City Department of Education (NYCDOE) gender policy is taken up in Early Childhood 

Education practice. In particular, I ask: (a) What are early childhood teachers’ understanding of 

NYCDOE’s policy? (b) How do the larger social and material contexts, shape teachers’ 

enactments of the policy? (c) What do teachers’ understandings and enactments of NYC gender 

policy look like in their everyday classroom practices? 

I use a critical policy-as-practice conceptual framework that does not take policy for 

granted but understands that embedded in all the policy processes, there is always great deal of 

negotiation of power, where some stakeholders are empowered and other perspectives are 

silenced. Through semi-structured interviews with district policymakers, school administrators, 

and early childhood teachers, this study unveils how different actors took up NYCDOE’s gender 



 ii 

policy in their practice, in accordance with their own ideas, motivations, and broader social and 

material contexts. 

Findings indicate that the policy formation processes excluded the knowledge and 

perspectives of school communities and grassroots trans activist movements. Principals and 

teachers had little knowledge of the Guidelines on Gender and resources available, while several 

policy content and procedures reproduced gender and racial violence. Moreover, the sediment 

construct of childhood innocence shaped early childhood teachers’ gender-justice practices. 

Shifting understandings of gender, without revising understandings of childhood, this study 

concludes, hinders the possibility of transformative change.
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Preface 

About two decades ago, while I was a preschool teacher in Argentina, one of my 3-year-

old students, Lucas1, persistently played, talked, moved, and dressed up in conventionally 

feminine ways. Concerned about his “deviant” gender behavior, Lucas’ parents reached out to a 

psychotherapist, who concluded Lucas over-identified with the “feminine world” as a result of 

spending excessive time with his mother and insufficient time with his dad. The psychologist 

prescribed so-called “reparative or conversion” therapy: sanction Lucas’ feminine expressions 

and encourage masculine ones. 

My co-teacher and I complied with this treatment and throughout the school year we 

policed Lucas’ gender choices; we removed all the skirts, jewelry, and other “female icons” from 

the home corner. Determined, Lucas would use any cloth at hand—even the dishcloth—to create 

skirts. We did not allow him to use makeup. Creatively, he soon replaced the lipstick and blush 

with chalk. During art activities, he almost always painted with pink; he took no notice of our 

encouragement to vary their color choices. Aiming to redirect their interest away from “girls’ 

stuff,” I used to invite them to play board games; he would choose the Disney princess 

dominoes. Lucas often argued “some girls also have short hair” and he tenaciously implored his 

peers, my co-teacher and I to call him Lucia. I remember him yelling at us, “Call me Lucia. You 

don’t understand!”  

Right he was. I think we did not. 

I had moral qualms regarding our repressive intervention. We “failed” to modify Lucas’ 

gendered attitudes, and his levels of anguish were heartbreaking. Nonetheless, I complied and 

did not stand up for Lucas’ well-being. 

 
1 The name is a pseudonym. 
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Arguably, multiple forces contributed to my actions. To begin, I am a cis (my gender 

identity aligns with my sex assigned at birth), White, straight, and gender conforming woman. 

That is to say, overall my gendered attitudes and behaviors—including my erotic attraction to 

men—comply with the social rules of femininity. Without a doubt, this positionality afforded me 

to take for granted gender and sexuality in my teaching practice. I had no understanding of the 

violence produced by a hierarchical gendered social order that makes my life easier, while 

unlivable that of many others. 

Second, it was my first year at the school, and I was an assistant teacher. I was not in a 

position of authority. Not complying with the school principal and head teacher’s expectations 

meant putting my job at risk. 

There were also sociocultural factors that shaped the way I proceeded. In Argentina’s 

culture—similar to the United States—child rearing is first and foremost a private matter. 

Generally, parents decide what’s best for their children. Therefore, I was expected to conform to 

Lucas’ parents’ preferences. I recognize this statement holds truth until society deems parents as 

“incapable,” and its intersections with social class, race, sex, ability status, etc. But in Lucas’ 

case, there was no question that his middle-class, White, heterosexual, abled-bodied parents were 

holding the final word on the matter. 

Moreover, “reparative therapy” was endorsed by a child psychotherapist. This is of no 

small import. In Western cultures, developmental psychology was and continues to be the 

dominant, hegemonic discourse about young children’s learning and development. By then, I 

couldn’t even imagine the possibility of questioning psychological scientific knowledge. In fact, 

I was pursuing my B.A. in Psychology, studying the American Psychiatric Association’s (APA) 

Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM). The DSM is the most popular, 



 3 

authoritative guide used by health professionals in the United States—and much of the world—

to diagnose mental disorders. “Lucas’ pathology” was typified in the DSM-IV—the edition by 

then in force—as the gender identity disorder. 

It took about a decade to remove the gender identity disorder from the DSM. It also took 

about ten years for conversion therapy for minors to become illegal in Argentina, as in many 

other countries around the globe. Not until very recently, educational policy has started 

regulating some school practices to better account for the needs and rights of students who, like 

Lucas, defy gender norms. 

These multiple factors I am mentioning are not to justify my oppressive teaching 

practices. I witnessed Lucas’ distress and anguish, and I am only sorry for my contributing role 

in that regard. Nonetheless, in describing the circumstances that informed my understanding and 

actions as a teacher, I seek to point out how a complex constellation of factors—from my 

academic knowledge to the broader institutional, cultural, and policy contexts—influenced my 

teaching practices and constrained my possibilities of envisioning alternative courses of action. 

The cultural and policy contexts in which nowadays many teachers work is somewhat 

different than the one I have described. However, all too often the parallel between Lucas’ early 

schooling experiences and those of current students is distressing. My scholarship is grounded in 

the belief that the early childhood education field can and must do better. Like me, many other 

early childhood stakeholders, from policymakers to teachers, identify as cis, straight, White, 

gender-conforming. As I did, they might take for granted gender justice, rather than enact forms 

of policy and pedagogy that affirm and celebrate transness and allow the embodiment of gender 

fluidity and queerness for all children. 
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I hope my study will contribute to fostering necessary conversations on gender justice in 

early childhood education policies and practices; the ones Lucas could not have, the ones every 

child deserves.2

 
2 I have recently reconnected with Lucas. He uses he/him pronouns. I have apologized. He is thriving. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction to the Study 

In Western societies, many individuals like Lucas who defy the sex/gender binary, 

identify as transgender or queer. More broadly, gender non-conforming, gender expansive, and 

non-binary are terms used of and by people who, in myriad ways, depart from the social 

expectations for masculinity and femininity (Spencer-Hall & Gutt, 2020)3. As I will elaborate, 

despite increased visibility, changes in medical narrative, the rise of support groups, recognition 

and protection of rights through official educational policies, and so on, transgender and queer 

children like Lucas are still feeling isolated, experiencing trauma, harassment, and discrimination 

at school. 

In this context, the main purpose of my research project is to examine how early 

childhood educators interpret and enact in their practice gender policies aimed at making New 

York City (NYC) schools more welcoming spaces for trans and queer children. 

Like Lucas, some queer children and youth have been subjected to reparative or 

conversion therapy (i.e., the treatment aimed at changing a person’s gender identity or sexual 

orientation). In the U.S., conversion therapy has been practiced for over a century. However, in 

the last decade or so it has become a widely discredited practice (Mallory et al., 2018; Movement 

Advancement Project, 2017). First, conversion therapy has proven “ineffective” to change a 

person’s gender identity or sexual orientation. And second, the practice is associated with 

negative outcomes, thwarting the patients’ self-acceptance, and increasing the risks of 

depression, anxiety disorders, substance abuse, feelings of shame, low self-esteem, social 

 
3 There are ongoing debates around the use of these terms. Please, refer to Definition of Terms 

section for a more thorough reflection on the use of language.  
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withdrawal, and suicidal ideation, among many other harmful symptoms (American Psychiatric 

Association [APA], 2018; Center for the Study of Social Inequality, 2017; Green et al., 2020). 

On the other hand, a growing body of research consistently shows that “gender-affirming 

care” and supportive social environments relate to reduced phycological distress, greater levels 

of self-esteem, less chance of interrupted schooling, and fewer instances of drug abuse and 

suicidal ideation, among other positive outcomes for trans and queer children and youth (APA, 

2018; Achille et al., 2020; Allen et al., 2019; Center for the Study of Social Inequality, 2017; 

Green et al., 2021). As Erickson-Schroth and Jacobs (2017) explained, “Increasingly, studies 

clearly show that it is society’s lack of acceptance that lead to mental health issues, and not being 

trans itself” (p. 94). 

In later years, APA and other globally known health organizations such as the American 

Academy of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry (AACAP) have been releasing position statements 

against conversion therapies (Adelson et al., 2012; APA, 2018; Lambda Legal & Child Welfare 

League of America, 2012). The World Professional Association for Transgender Health 

(WPATH) recently updated the Standards of Care for the Health of Transgender and Gender 

Diverse People, providing evidence-based guidance to health professionals to support trans and 

queer people’s physical and mental well-being (Coleman et al., 2022). Since 2012 to date, 20 

U.S. states plus the District of Columbia (D.C.) have passed laws that banned the use of 

conversion therapy on minors (Movement Advancement Project, 2023b). 

Against this background, lately, several parents’ groups across the United States—and in 

many other countries around the world—have been increasingly supporting their transgender and 

queer children, rather than engaging in efforts to “repair” them (Brill & Pepper, 2008; Ehrensaft, 
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2011a, 2011b; Mansilla, 2018; Meadow, 2011, 2018; Rahilly, 2015; Slesaransky-Poe et al., 

2013; Travers, 2018). 

Facilitative parents—as several scholars are referring to these supportive families 

(Ehrensaft, 2011a; Meadow, 2018; Slesaransky-Poe et al., 2013)—are relentlessly advocating on 

behalf of their young children and calling for social institutions to be more inclusive of gender 

differences (Mansilla, 2018; Meadow, 2018; Travers, 2018). While trans children have existed 

for over a century (Gill-Peterson, 2018), in the last decade or so, parents have increased trans and 

queer children’s visibility by sharing their stories in mainstream media (e.g., Caron, 2018; 

Goldberg, 2017; Juhola, 2016; Sciamma, 2011); gathering at a growing number of conferences 

(e.g., Gender Spectrum Family Conference, Philadelphia Trans-Health Conference) and 

participating in community support groups and advocacy organizations (e.g., Ally Moms, 

TransActive Gender Center, Stand With Trans). Because all too often schools are hostile places 

for students who do not conform to socially accepted gender norms (James et al., 2016; Kosciw 

et al., 2022; Lesko, 2010), many of their organizations are particularly focused on creating 

educational environments more responsive to gender and sexual differences (e.g., Welcoming 

Schools; Safe Schools Coalition; Gender Spectrum). Unprecedented changes are echoing their 

efforts at the policy level; in 2007 only eight U.S. states had educational policies addressing 

gender discrimination (Pascoe, 2012). By March 2023, 19 U.S. states plus D.C. have laws that 

prohibit discrimination in schools based on sexual orientation and gender identity (Movement 

Advancement Project, 2023c). 

In New York City (NYC)—the largest school district in the country—change has also 

materialized at the policy level (Movement Advancement Project, 2023d; Ullman, 2018). In the 

last few years, the NYC Department of Education (NYCDOE) has passed and updated a series of 

https://www.transactivegendercenter.org/
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guidelines and professional development strategies—to which I refer broadly as NYCDOE’s 

gender policy—aimed at creating school environments that are safe and welcoming for trans and 

queer students (NYCDOE, 2017, 2019c. 2019d, 2019e). As NYC’s First Lady declared, “New 

York City is proud to be leading on policies that allow New Yorkers across the gender spectrum 

to be themselves in every single area of their lives, especially our schools” (First Lady Chirlane 

McCray, in NYCDOE, 2019a, para. 4). 

However, despite the changes in narratives and in policy, trans and queer children 

continue to face discrimination and harassment at school (Gay, Lesbian, and Straight Education 

Network [GLSEN], 2023; Kosciw et al., 2022). In Butler-Wall’s et al. (2016) words,  

The terrain, in terms of legal rights and public conversation, is shifting rapidly, creating 

space for enormous advances in curriculum and school climate. At the same time, 

homophobia, misogyny, and other forms of hatred are alive and well, and even 

progressive schools and classrooms have a long way to go in creating nurturing spaces 

for students, parents, and staff who don’t conform to gender and/or sexuality “norms.” 

(p.23)  

 

In fact, increased visibility and legal protections have triggered fierce backlash. Across the 

nation, “Republican lawmakers in dozens of states have proposed laws that restrict lessons on 

contentious topics and erode protections for [Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender and Queer] 

LGBTQ students” (Wall, 2022, para.7). At the time of this writing, 371 anti-LGBTQ bills have 

been proposed in the U.S., most of them targeting trans youth (American Civil Liberties Union 

[ACLU], 2023). “Don’t Say Gay” laws have become effective in six states, censoring schools 

from talking about LGBTQ issues (Movement Advancement Project, 2023e). Disregarding 

evidence-based standards of health care, seven states have banned affirming medical care for 

trans children. In Alabama, affirming care is coded as a felony crime, and schools are required to 

out students to their parents (Movement Advancement Project, 2023a). 
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Thus, in this paradoxical era of increased support for transgender and queer children on 

the one hand, and persistent gender violence on the other, my research project aims to examine 

how NYCDOE’s gender policy plays out in Early Childhood Education (ECE) practice. Broadly, 

I will embark on qualitative inquiry to explore how ECE teachers are making sense of 

NYCDOE’s policy guidelines, translating and recontextualizing them in their everyday practices. 

In the remainder of Chapter 1, I provide a general overview of my study. First, I elaborate 

further on the problem that motivates the study presenting some data on gender discrimination 

and harassment in U.S. schools. Second, I state the study rationale, where I argue for the need for 

policy research studies that, using qualitative designs and critical conceptual lenses, afford the 

exploration of the complex relationship between gender policy and educational practice. 

Subsequently, I define my research questions, followed by an overview of the gender policy 

landscape that applies to NYCDOE public schools. At the end of Chapter 1, I reflect on the 

importance of the study and include a list of “gender terminology”. 

In Chapter 2, I elaborate on my poststructural feminism and queer theoretical lenses and 

review the body of literature on which my study will build. In Chapter 3, after describing my 

critical approach to policy-as-practice (Levinson & Sutton, 2001), I present the study 

methodology, where I delineate how I used the tenets of the Comparative Case Study design 

(Bartlett & Vavrus, 2017). 

In Chapters 4 and 5, I present the findings. In Chapter 4, I demonstrate that schools have 

not taken up NYCDOE’s gender policy as expected. To make sense of the challenges of 

translating the NYCDOE’s gender policy into practice, I locate the current initiative within a 

larger historical, social, and political context, untangling the negations of power that have shaped 

the policy formation processes. In Chapter 5, I look more closely at early childhood teachers’ 
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classroom practice. I describe what their gender justice efforts entail and elaborate on how the 

pervasive and sedimented presumption of childhood innocence undergirds some of the main 

limitations of gender-justice pedagogy in ECE. 

Statement of the Problem 

To recapitulate, young children whose gender identities and expressions depart from 

social expectations for masculinity and femininity used to be subjected to “corrective” 

interventions. However, conversion therapy is now a widely discredited practice, and several 

U.S. states have banned it for minors. Some families are increasingly supporting and affirming 

their trans and queer young children. If living in jurisdictions such as NYC, once their children 

start school, they are backed up by gender policies. 

Nonetheless, schools have traditionally been frightening environments for students who 

do not fit into the social norms of masculinity and femininity (Lesko, 2010) and data indicates 

that transgender queer students continue to face discrimination and harassment in schools 

(GLSEN, 2023; James et al., 2016; Kosciw et al., 2022). In 2015, the U.S. Transgender Survey 

(USTD)—the largest national survey examining the experiences of transgender people—the 

majority of respondents reported experiencing discrimination while at school (K–12): 54% 

suffered verbal harassment, 24% were physically attacked, and 13% sexually assaulted. About 

two out of 10 dropped out of school due to severe discrimination and mistreatment (James et al., 

2016). The National Center for Transgender Equality has conducted a new iteration of this 

survey. The results will be publicly available late 2023. 

The 2021 National School Climate Survey (Kosciw et al., 2022) found that roughly 82% 

of the LGBTQ students surveyed felt unsafe at high school. More than 76% and 31% 

experienced verbal and physical harassment, respectively. About nine out of 10 heard 
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homophobic and transphobic language in their schools (e.g., dyke, faggot, or tranny). transgender 

and queer students reported more hostile school climates than their cisgender lesbian, gay, and 

bisexual peers. A large proportion of students also reported discriminatory school policies and 

practices, such as not being allowed to use the bathroom associated with their gender identity 

(27.2%) or called by their preferred pronouns (29.2%). 

Importantly, gender and racial oppression are intertwined. White students are less likely 

to feel unsafe or suffer gender and sexual harassment compared to students of any other 

race/ethnicity (Kosciw et al., 2022). On the other hand, trans students of color experience 

heightened discrimination, violence, and levels of stress, as they are daily subjected to 

transphobia and systemic racism (Martino, 2022; Truong et al., 2020)  

When disaggregated by state, findings from the 2021 National School Climate Survey 

demonstrated that New York State (NYS) schools are still unsafe for the majority of LGBTQ 

secondary school students (GLSEN, 2023). Of all respondents, 82% heard negative remarks 

about transgender people. About 50% of the LGBTQ NYS secondary students surveyed suffered 

verbal harassment. About 16% suffered physical harassment and 6% experienced sexual assault. 

Despite anti-discrimination policies in place, almost half of the respondents reported 

experiencing some form of anti-trans measures at school. More than three out of 10 transgender 

and queer students were unable to use the school restroom of their preference and 22% were 

prevented from using their chosen names and preferred pronouns (GLSEN, 2023). 

The availability of school resources—such as Gay Straight Alliances (GSAs) and gender-

inclusive curricula—positively correlates with students’ academic performance and well-being. 

When schools have GSAs and inclusive curriculum, students are less likely to miss school, feel 

unsafe, or experience harassment (Kosciw et al., 2022). However, in 2022 only 13% of the 
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students surveyed attended NYS secondary schools with official policies or guidelines to support 

trans and queer students. Only a quarter were taught curriculum that include LGBTQ history and 

just a half could find LGBTQ materials in the schools’ libraries (GLSEN, 2023). 

At the City level, Advocates for Children of New York (2015) found that most LGBTQ 

high school students surveyed faced discrimination and physical harassment. About 70% of 

respondents were called offensive names daily by their peers or school personnel; more than a 

quarter suffered physical harassment. In most cases, the school staff did not intervene 

(Advocates for Children of New York, 2005). Fair to mention, these NYC data are outdated and 

based on a small and non-representative sample; To my knowledge, systematically collected and 

updated data, as I presented at the national and state level, is not publicly available for the city. 

Even accounting for these limitations, it is fair to assume that the experiences of trans and queer 

students in NYC schools are not exceptionally different from those of their peers in other 

jurisdictions. Districts are expected to report daily incidents of harassment to state authorities, 

and a recent audit found that NYC schools were “underreporting and/or improperly reporting 

incidents,” while students were experiencing discrimination almost daily (New York State Office 

of the State Comptroller, 2019, p. 1). 

In alignment, emerging qualitative research accounting for the experiences of facilitative 

families and their very young trans and queer children show they are struggling to find 

supportive educational environments (Capous-Desyllas & Barron, 2017; Meadow, 2018; 

Travers, 2018). For parents, negotiating their child’s identities and expressions with schools is 

strenuous. Often, their activism entails enduring public scrutiny, ostracism, and punishment for 

“not doing their parenting gender work properly.” They face social and institutional resistance 

and hostility (Manning, 2017; Mansilla, 2018; Meadow, 2018) and their efforts “often come at 
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considerable cost to their own mental and physical heath” (Travers, 2018, p. 117). Even before 

reaching elementary school, trans and queer children experience teasing and rejection from peers 

(Burns, 2020; Hill & Menvielle, 2009; Robinson & Diaz, 2006; Travers, 2018). Research and 

anecdotical evidence recount cases of educators dismissing bullying, forcing kindergarteners to 

use the bathroom according to their sex assigned at birth, sending preschool boys back to their 

homes because of wearing skirts, refusing to use children’s chosen names and preferred 

pronouns, prohibiting cross-gender dressing games, and even suggesting parents implement 

behavior modification programs (Meadow, 2018; Travers, 2018). To illustrate, consider a young 

trans girl whose experiences in NYC schools were portrayed in the media:  

Remembered an incident from when she was about seven years old . . . when two bullies 

hid her lunchbox at her East Williamsburg public school because they thought the 

lunchbox was too effeminate . . . Another time, bullies put her in a headlock and threw 

her off the top of the jungle gym. But when she tried to go to a teacher for help, she was 

unfortunately turned away. (Burns, 2020, para. 22)  

Like this testimony, several parents’ and students’ accounts indicate that trans and queer children 

experience violent situations in NYC schools, for which the school authorities remain 

unresponsive (Rodriguez, 2019). Discrimination on the basis of gender occurs even in cases in 

which legal mandates against bullying and gender discrimination are in place (Capous-Desyllas 

& Barron, 2017; Ehrensaft, 2011a; Hill & Menvielle, 2009; Meyer & Keenan, 2018; New York 

Civil Liberties Union [NYCLU], 2023). 

Last, but not least, I have explained how parents are increasingly supporting and 

advocating on behalf of their trans and queer children. However, most of these parents who can 

engage in advocacy work in the United States are White, middle-class, heterosexual, “well-

educated” mothers. In contrast, racial minorities, new immigrants, and low-income families have 

reduced capacity to actively engage in transgender advocacy work (Manning, 2017; Meadow, 

2018; Travers, 2018). As Travers (2018) explains, 
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Race and class inequality does disproportionally enable relative wealthy and/or white 

trans kids to circulate in mainstream and social media because the resources parents are 

able to leverage (time, know-how, money, contact, training, “respectability”) are 

racialized and classed. (p. 129)  

In short, regardless of gender policies in place, too many trans and queer students continue to 

experience discrimination. Moreover, resources and support are unevenly distributed, especially 

across racial and class lines. It is students of color and those coming from socioeconomically 

disadvantaged backgrounds the ones who disproportionally—although by no means 

exclusively—suffer the costs of not complying with the rules of femininity and masculinity 

(Kosciw et al., 2022; Meadow, 2018; Travers, 2018). 

Rationale 

In this context, with children experiencing gender discrimination and harassment since 

the earliest years of schooling, the rationale for this study is rooted in the urgent need to advance 

knowledge that can inform ECE policy and practice on how to foster ECE spaces that are more 

welcoming and affirming of gender differences. 

For this endeavor, this qualitative study explores how NYCDOE’s gender policies are 

translated into practice by early childhood teachers. To date “there is very little or extended 

analysis of [gender] policies, and limited research has investigated the effects of these policies” 

(Cumming-Potvin & Martino, 2018, p. 687). 

In fact, studies of gender and sex education programs and policies usually consist of 

measuring their effect on a specific set of outcomes that said policies intend to affect, such as the 

number of discrimination incidents that occurred (Kendall, 2012). As I previously mentioned, 

NYS has a monitoring system of the number of daily incidents occurring by school, which 

responds to this logic of measuring the “policy targeted outcomes.” While these quantitative data 

are necessary to provide a broad picture of the scope and depth of the problem under study, they 
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do not illuminate the reasons and mechanisms—i.e., the why and how—through which gender 

discrimination continues to pervade educational settings, regardless of the policies in force. 

Qualitative studies are essential to acquire such knowledge (File et al., 2017; Peshkin, 1993). 

Otherwise, as other scholars have pointed out, relying almost exclusively on quantitative 

measures of intended outcomes (e.g., reduction of “gender incidents”) our possibilities to 

improve gender policies will remain very limited (Kendall, 2012). 

As I elaborated in the preface (and as my review of the literature will reassure), 

educational policy and practice do not occur in a vacuum but are rooted in larger institutional, 

social, cultural, material, and political contexts. Henceforth, part of the rationale of this study is 

the need for policy research that investigates the relationship between policy and practice as 

situated within a larger set of forces that come together differently, in particular times and at 

specific places, to ultimately contour teachers’ and students’ lived realities. 

To shed light on the complex relationship between NYCDOE’s gender policy and ECE 

practice, this qualitative study assumes a critical approach to policy-as-practice (Levinson & 

Sutton, 2001; Levinson et al., 2009). Traditional studies of policy implementation—which 

largely dominate the field of policy analysis—conceive policy as a rational, technical top-down 

process to resolve problems effectively and efficiently (Ball et al., 2012; Levinson et al., 2009). 

This instrumental view assumes that educational policy is a neutral and linear process, where 

policymakers are objective designers and teachers are mere implementers. “Top-down 

approaches are often neither able to, nor interested in, grappling with the broader social, political, 

and economic structures that affect policies in practice” (Kendall, 2012, p. 17). In contrast, a 

critical approach to policy-as-practice underscores that, embedded in the policy processes, there 

is always a great deal of power and negotiation (Ball et al., 2012; Levinson et al., 2009; Wright 
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& Shore, 1997). Drawing on a policy-as-practice framework, I understand policy not as a linear 

and neutral process but as a recursive and dynamic political one in which actors negotiate and 

appropriate4 policy, in accordance with their ideas, interests, motivations, and informed by their 

symbolic and material contexts (Levinson & Sutton, 2001). In other words, policy-as-practice 

does not take the policy for granted but interrogates official policies as normative, authoritative 

discourses that usually empower some people and silence others (Levinson et al., 2009; Wright 

& Shore, 1997). 

A critical approach to policy-as-practice is central to shedding light on the complex 

relationship between NYCDOE’s gender policies and ECE practice. It allows me to consider 

broader social and material forces shaping policy enactment, such as the fact that it is mostly 

White, middle-class parents who articulate and advocate for the needs of trans and queer 

children. It also requires considering the broader context of severe backlash; and how 

minoritized trans and queer students are suffering heightened and interlocked forms of 

oppression. In the next chapter, I will explain in further detail how a policy-as-practice is a 

fruitful conceptual framework to critically examine gender policy uptake in ECE settings. 

In brief, using a critical approach to policy-as-practice, in this qualitative study I will 

explore how ECE teachers translate NYCDOE’s gender policy into their classroom practices. In 

doing so, I contribute to advancing needed knowledge of how and why gender policy translates 

to practice in the ways it does and under which conditions gender policies are more likely to 

facilitate ECE gender-justice practices. 

 
4 I use the term appropriate/appropriation in accordance with my policy-as-practice conceptual approach, as defined 

by Levinson et al. (2009). I acknowledge the term appropriation evokes negative meanings (e.g., cultural 

appropriation; expropriation). To clarify, in studies of policy-as-practice, policy appropriation does not refer to any 

illegal or illegitimate act. Instead, appropriation refers to the notion that local actors (such as teachers in schools) can 

and do make official policy their “own policy.” It is in this sense that I use the term. Like other scholars, I also refer 

to processes of enactment, translation, and localization (Bartlett & Vavrus; 2017; Kendall, 2012; Wilinski, 2014). 
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Statement of Purpose and Research Questions 

The purpose of this study is to examine the complex relationship between NYCDOE’s 

gender policy and early childhood teachers’ practice. The main question that will guide my 

inquiry is: How is NYCDOE’s gender policy enacted in ECE teachers’ practice?  

Three sub-questions will provide additional direction:  

● What are early childhood teachers’ understanding of NYCDOE’s policy? 

● How do the larger social and material contexts, shape teachers’ enactments of the 

policy? 

● What do teachers’ understandings and enactments of NYC gender policy look like in 

their everyday classroom practices? 

Overview of NYCDOE’s Gender Guidelines 

Over the last eight years, the NYCDOE went through three major iterations of the 

Gender Guidelines. On February 21, 2014, the DOE published the Trans Inclusive Student 

Guidelines (Tanner & Mercogliano, 2014). Since then, DOE has updated the guidelines twice. 

The latest update, Guidelines to Support Transgender and Gender Expansive Students was 

published in June 2019 and took effect in September of the same year (NYCDOE, 2019e). This 

is the policy text that is currently effective and DOE schools should follow. 

The document determines the steps to support transgender students who decide to 

transition. It highlights that, “The student is in charge of their gender transition and the school’s 

role is to provide support” and that “some students may experience significant family 

challenges,” thus giving schools the possibility to not disclose student’s information to parents 

(NYCDOE 2019e, Supporting Students). Trans and queer students should be granted access to 
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the restroom and locker room of their choice and can request special accommodations (single-

stall restroom, private change area). 

A section on Names and Pronouns indicates that “Every student is entitled to be 

addressed by the name and pronoun that correspond to the student’s gender identity that they 

assert at school” (NYCDOE 2019e, Names and Pronouns). Students can change their name and 

gender markers in school permanent records (e.g., diplomas, report cards, and transcripts) 

without presenting legal proof of name change. 

A Privacy subsection reminds schools of the Family Education Rights and Privacy Act 

(FERPA), by which schools are not allowed to share students’ records, except in specific 

circumstances. The Guidelines instruct school staff and students on how to report cases of 

harassment and discrimination and provide the appropriate Chancellor’s Regulations in place. 

Furthermore, the NYCDOE’s Guidelines indicate that trans students can participate in 

competitive athletic activities in accordance with their gender identity, although exceptions apply 

to contact sports and wrestling. Previous versions of the Guidelines gave more leeway to schools 

in this regard; participation in all competitive athletic activities was made on a case-by-case basis 

(NYCDOE, 2019e). 

Finally, the document indicates that “Schools should ensure curricula are inclusive, for 

example, by incorporating identity in history, reading books by diverse authors, and ensuring 

sexual health curriculum is inclusive of all identities” (NYCDOE, 2019e, Curriculum, para 1). 

Principals are in charge of ensuring that their school communities—including staff, students, and 

families—are familiar with the policy. 

Accompanying the Guidelines to Support Transgender and Gender Expansive Students, 

the NYCDOE released in June 2019 the Guidelines on Gender Inclusion (NYCDOE, 2019d). 
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The NYC Guidelines on Gender Inclusion’s primary aim is for schools to eliminate binary 

“gender segregation [that] may result in isolating students, hindering diversity, and/or 

perpetuating gender stereotypes” (NYCDOE, 2019d, para. 2). 

Among other rules, the Guidelines on Gender Inclusion determines that school dress codes 

should be free of gender stereotypes and prohibit gender-based choruses as well as single-gender 

student clubs. It also states that the schools should not implement gender-based practices, such as 

dividing students into lines or using colors or symbols traditionally associated with female and 

male genders (e.g., pink vs. blue; father-daughter dance). 

Along with the policy texts, the NYCDOE has in place further supports for schools. For 

instance, the NYCDOE has an LGBTQ Liaison position in charge of assisting students, families, 

and schools regarding LGBTQ issues (Honan, 2016). The DOE has also developed LGBTQ 

curricular documents (e.g., Understanding LGBTQ+ Identity: A Toolkit for Educators), all of 

which are available online (Hetrick-Martin Institute & Campaign, 2017). Finally, as part of the 

initiative, the DOE is funding organizations such as Drag Story Hour (a community-based 

organization where drag performers read and play with kids); Parents and Friends of Lesbians 

and Gays (PFLAG), History Unerased, and The Ackerman Institute for The Families to provide 

programming and teacher training in schools. 

Significance of the Study 

Schools have a long history of being hostile spaces for transgender and queer students. 

Without a doubt, there is an urgent need for knowledge that can help foster gender justice in 

schools. Quantitative data shows that gender discrimination in schools persists, yet “much is 

unknown about policy ‘translation’ into educative practice” (Ullman, 2018, p. 497). Though 

NYCDOE has Gender Guidelines in place to address gender discrimination since the early years 
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of schooling, we have very limited knowledge of how the policy translates into ECE practice, 

shaping the everyday gendered experiences of young students. 

This qualitative study examines the complex and dynamic relationship between gender 

policy and early childhood practice. Accounting for the particular social and material contexts in 

which policy and pedagogy take place, in this study, I critically explore how the NYCDOE’s 

gender policy comes into being in practice. In doing so, I contribute with much needed, policy-

relevant knowledge about the complex conditions that shape the creation of welcoming ECE for 

all students. 

A Note on Language and Definition of Terms 

“Language is both a resource and a constraint. It makes social and personal being 

possible, but it also limits the available forms of being to those that make sense within the terms 

provided” (Davies, 1989, p. 1). 

As poststructuralist theorists assert, knowledge and power are constructed through 

language. Traditional ways of talking about gender/sexuality normalize cisgender and 

heterosexual identities and inscribe other gender/sexual forms as “unnatural” or “deviant.” 

Simply put, “binaristic and cisnormative language . . . assumes that trans, genderqueer, and 

intersex individuals do not exist (Spencer-Hall & Gutt, 2020, p. 9). For too long, gendered 

language has ignored the diversity of human experience. Yet, “the words are bipolar, the people 

are not” (Davies, 1989, p. 8). 

New ways of thinking and understanding gender differences are bringing a great deal of 

linguistic challenges (Zimman, 2017). For example, the adjective gender-deviant has recently 

been largely replaced by the term gender non-conforming, to emphasize that children deviate 

from a cultural norm or expectation, rather than from a “normative gender taxonomy” adopted 
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by the psychiatric field, objectifying and pathologizing transgender and gender non-conforming 

people (Meadow, 2018, p. 227). However, others consider the term gender non-conforming to 

still entail negative connotations and thus refer to gender-creative children (Ehrensaft, 2016; 

Meyer et al., 2016). 

As old terms are being reinterpreted, new terms are being developed and meanings are 

constantly being negotiated (Meadow, 2018; Stryker, 2008). In this study, I use trans and queer 

as broad terms to capture all identities, performances, and spaces that exceed the arbitrary 

boundaries and possibilities for femininity and masculinity. When applicable (such as when 

referring to the lesbian and gay rights movement in the 1970s that excluded trans and queer 

people), I specifically use the terms lesbian and gay rather than the acronym LGBTQ. 

I am aware that my vocabulary choices are anything but inconsequential. “Our words can 

do real violence to those about whom we speak” (Spencer-Hall & Gutt, 2020, p. 1). I intended to 

use respectful vocabulary. I apologize in advance for when I have failed to do so. 

In Table 1, I present the most updated official NYCDOE gender terminology list as found 

on its website. In many cases, I expand NYCDOE definitions by presenting side-by-side other 

explanations I have pulled out from queer scholarship sources. I also include terms that I used in 

this study though were not included in the official NYCDOE vocabulary list. 
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Table 1 

Definitions of Terms 

Term NYCDOE Other sources 

Sex assigned 

at birth 

A designation a person is assigned at 

birth and which is recorded on an 

infant’s birth certificate, if such a 

certificate exists. A New York 

City birth certificate can include 

M (male), F (female), or X (non-

binary, gender expansive, gender-

neutral, etc.) 

 

Assigned 

gender 

N/A The declaration at birth of an 

individual’s gender, generally based 

on outward appearance of their 

body. These determinations are 

usually made by a physician, based 

on standardized medical metrics for 

outward genital anatomy, though in 

some small percentage of cases, 

genital configurations fail to match 

either standard (Meadow, 2018).  

Gender 

identity 

A person’s inner sense of their 

gender. Gender identity can exist 

on a spectrum and some 

individuals may feel entirely 

male, entirely female, or 

somewhere between. Some 

individuals do not have a gender 

and may describe themselves 

as agender or “without gender.” 

An individual’s gender identity 

may be fluid or may change over 

time. 

A person’s deeply felt, internal, 

psychological identification as a 

man, a woman, or something else, 

which may or may not correspond 

to their external body, assigned sex 

at birth, or the identity afforded to 

them by law or the state (Meadow, 

2018).  

Cisgender An adjective describing a person 

whose gender identity is the same 

as their assigned sex at birth. For 

example, an individual who was 

assigned female at birth and 

whose gender identity is female.  

A new colloquial term for an 

individual whose assigned gender at 

birth, bodily characteristics, and 

social gender identity correspond. 

The term makes use of the cis/trans 

dichotomy and to mark non-

transgender folks as “gender 

normative” (Meadow, 2018). That 
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Term NYCDOE Other sources 

is, is meant to mark the typically 

unstated or assumed privilege of not 

being transgender (Stryker, 2008). 

The term is not without conceptual 

contradictions. Using it too rigidly 

can foster another kind of binary, 

cis-versus-trans (Stryker, 2008).   

Cisnormative N/A The cultural assumption that all 

people are cisgender or that they 

have an integral gender identity that 

conforms to the sex they were 

assigned at birth (Meadow, 2018).  

Transgender Describes a person whose gender 

identity and/or gender expression 

is different from their assigned 

sex at birth. For example, an 

individual who was assigned 

female at birth and whose gender 

identity is male. 

This term has historically been used as 

an umbrella term for anyone whose 

gender identity or expression differs 

from conventional expectations of 

masculinity and femininity. When 

used to label a child, however, it 

most often references a change in 

social gender categories from one 

gender to the other (Meadow, 

2018). 

Gender 

expression 

The way a person expresses gender, 

such as behavior, clothing, 

hairstyles, name, pronouns, 

activities, or mannerisms. Gender 

expression can vary depending on 

one’s culture as well as changes in 

social norms and expectations, 

such as shifts in clothing and 

hairstyles. 

 

Gender 

expansive 

An adjective describing a person 

whose gender expression does not 

conform to social expectations or 

stereotypes. Also known as 

gender non-conforming, gender 

variant, or gender creative. 

Sometimes used of and by gender-

queer and/or gender non-

conforming people, particularly 

children. The term works to 

counteract rigid views of the gender 

binary. Some consider the term 

condescending and/or infantilizing 

(Spenser-Hall & Gutt, 2020). 
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Term NYCDOE Other sources 

Intersex A term used for an individual born 

with a combination of male and 

female biological characteristics, 

such as chromosomes, genitals, 

hormones, etc.  

The biology of sex is a lot more 

variable than most people realize. 

This becomes significant when you 

have cultural beliefs about there 

being only two sexes and therefore 

only two genders. This belief can 

lead to intersex people becoming 

the target of medical interventions, 

often while they are still infants, to 

“correct” their “abnormality” 

(Stryker, 2008). 

Binary gender  The idea that there are only two social 

genders—man and woman—based 

on two and only two sexes: male 

and female. The history of trans 

people teaches us that both gender 

and sex can be understood in 

nonbinary ways (Stryker, 2008). 

Non-binary A person who identifies as neither 

male nor female. These 

individuals may go by they/them 

or ze/hir pronouns or another 

gender-neutral pronoun. 

Some individuals describe their 

gender identity as non-binary, while 

others use additional descriptors. 

Transgender people are not by 

virtue non-binary. Many non-binary 

individuals identify as transgender, 

while many transgender people 

identify as binary (transgender 

women and transgender men). 

Sexual 

Orientation  

An individual’s actual or perceived 

romantic, physical, or sexual 

attraction to other persons, or lack 

thereof, based on gender. A 

continuum of sexual orientation 

exists and includes but is not 

limited to, heterosexuality, 

homosexuality, bisexuality, 

asexuality, and pansexuality. 

Sexual orientation is not the same 

as gender identity. 

What we find erotic and how we take 

pleasure in our bodies. The most 

common terms we use to label our 

erotic desires depend on identifying 

the gender of the persons toward 

whom our desire is directed: 

heterosexual, homosexual, bisexual, 

polysexual, asexual, autosexual, 

pansexual (Stryker, 2008).  

Gender non-

conforming 

N/A Refers to individuals whose gender 

expression does not match what is 
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Term NYCDOE Other sources 

culturally normative for their 

assigned (and/or identified) gender. 

Gender non-conforming individuals 

may or may not reject their assigned 

gender, but reject the conventional 

rules governing gendered behaviors, 

activities, appearance, etc. 

Gender non-conforming individuals 

are often included alongside trans 

individuals in discussion and 

activism, in phrases such as ‘trans 

and gender non-conforming.’ This 

is due to the fact that, although 

gender non-conforming individuals 

may not be trans, they are likely to 

face similar oppressions since both 

groups are perceived as flouting 

gender norms (Spenser-Hall & Gutt, 

2020). 

Gender-fluid  N/A Some individuals experience their 

identified gender as a stable form, 

whereas for others their gender 

identity varies. Gender fluidity 

refers to an identified gender that 

inherently fluctuates. Some gender-

fluid individuals describe 

themselves as non-binary, whereas 

others do not feel the need for 

another identifier other than gender-

fluid (Spenser-Hall & Gutt, 2020). 

Pronouns N/A English pronouns do not easily allow 

us to refer to other individuals 

without gendering them. There is, 

however, a long history of gender-

neutral pronouns in various English 

dialects and attempts to introduce 

new ones (Stryker, 2008). 

APA has recently endorsed the use of 

they as a singular pronoun. 
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Term NYCDOE Other sources 

While trans debates have notably 

focused on the use of pronouns, a 

trans participant in my study told 

me, “He, she, they, them, my 

preferred pronouns are respect.” 

Queer  N/A Originally meaning “strange” or 

“peculiar,” it was used in the late 

19th century as a pejorative term 

against homosexual and gender 

non-conforming people. Reclaimed 

by queer activists, many individuals 

now self-identify as genderqueer 

and it is commonly used as an 

umbrella term to describe non-

normative gender and sexual 

identities and expressions (Spenser-

Hall & Gutt, 2020). 

Transition  N/A The process by which a person aligns 

their gender expression more 

closely to their actual gender 

identity. Social transition refers to 

non-medical steps including such as 

changing dress, bodily adornments, 

name, or pronouns. Medical 

transition refers to hormone therapy 

and surgical alterations (Meadow, 

2018; Spenser-Hall & Gutt, 2020).  

Note. Own elaboration based on Meadow, 2018; NYCDOE, 2019e; Spencer-Hall & Gutt, 2020 & 

Stryker, 2008. 

  



 27 

Chapter 2: Literature Review 

In this chapter, I explicate my theoretical and conceptual frameworks and review the 

body of literature on which my study builds. First, I elaborate on the mainstream theories on 

gender formation, which are polarized between biological and cultural explanations. As I will 

explain, although educational policies that recognize the realities of trans and queer students are 

relatively new, influenced by cultural theories of gender, ECE teachers have tried to modify 

gendered dynamics between boys and girls in their classrooms since the last decades of the 

twentieth century. Given that such efforts have proved largely ineffective, poststructural 

feminism and queer theory have moved beyond the nature vs. nurture dichotomy in gender 

formation. Hence, I will expand on the tenets of these theoretical perspectives and overview 

studies that, using poststructural feminism and queer theory, have enriched our understanding of 

how gender operates in ECE settings. 

Subsequently, I review the body of literature that explores how gender policies play out 

in schools and in ECE in particular. As I will show, this scholarly work indicates that, without a 

doubt, the nature and scope of official policies matter. Yet, the literature also highlights crucial 

dimensions above and beyond official policy texts and also shapes how teachers interpret and 

enact policy, especially when these policies challenge assumptions of childhood, gender, and 

sexuality. Among others, the wider community of parents, the school leadership, teachers’ 

identities, and schools’ material resources emerge as key factors shaping the way gender policies 

“travel” to schools and interact with classroom practices. 

When thinking about the promises and limits of gender-justice policies and how to 

improve them, the literature review underscores the necessity to critically examine official policy 

discourses and accounts for multiple social and material factors that come together “on-the-
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ground,” shaping the everyday realities of teachers and students. Thus, I conclude this chapter by 

elaborating on my policy-as-practice conceptual approach, a framework that sheds light on the 

complex and messy relationships between educational policy and practice. 

Mainstream Theories on Gender 

Why do girls’ and boys’ attitudes and behaviors differ? Is gender biological and fixed? Is 

it learned and flexible? Why do some people not fit into “gender norms”? In other words, why 

are some people transgender or gender non-conforming? As I will review next, scholars have 

been responding to these questions from notably antipodal perspectives. 

Biological Determinism and the Brain-Sex Theory 

On the one hand, biological determinists posit that gender differences are innate (i.e., 

determined by nature). This notion that the brains of girls/women and boys/men are naturally 

different is not new; researchers in Anthropometry and Psychology examined the notion 

throughout the 1800s and 1900s (Gould, 1980). With the burgeoning of neuroscience studies 

since the later years of the 20th century, the sex-brain theory re-fueled the notion of innate 

sex/gender differences (Jordan-Young, 2010; Rippon, 2019). 

The brain-sex theory—or brain organization theory—postulates that prenatal sex 

hormones are the “root” of gender differences. This theory posits that testosterone and estrogen 

are not only crucial in the formation of the fetus’s internal reproductive organs and external 

genitalia but also produce different fetal brain-sex in females and males (Fausto-Sterling, 2012; 

Francis, 2006; Jordan-Young, 2010). As biologist and gender theorist Fausto-Sterling explained, 

“The concept of brain sex means the development of anatomical and functional brain differences 

in male and female fetuses, leading to sex-related differences in behavior after birth” (2012, p. 

28). Scientists positioned within the most extreme version of the brain-sex theory assume that 
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biology directs gender identity and expression formation, free from any influence from the social 

environment. 

In this essentialist model, sex, sexuality, and gender conflate; fetus exposure to 

testosterone and other male-related hormones leads to male genitalia and “masculine personality 

traits,” including sexual orientation toward women. Likewise, fetus exposure to estrogen leads to 

female genitalia and “feminine personality traits,” including sexual orientation toward men 

(Jordan-Young, 2010). In this view, the brain-sex is the cause of distinct behaviors, fears, 

desires, sexual orientation, emotions, abilities, interests, ways of learning, and so on between 

females and males. 

However, brain-sex research is largely marked by methodological limitations and 

inconclusive findings (Eliot, 2010; Fausto-Sterling, 2012; Joel & Vikhanski, 2019; Jordan-

Young, 2010). For example, causal explanations are extrapolated from studies with animals, 

while studies with humans are all quasi-experimental (Fausto-Sterling, 2012; Jordan-Young, 

2010). Also, culturally and historically specific understandings of gender and sexuality drive 

scientists’ operationalization of measures. As a result, researchers examine the same gender 

constructs (e.g., feminine behavior, masculine behavior) using a wide range of measures that 

change and contradict one another from study to study, and over time (e.g., “passive sexuality” 

as indicative of masculine/feminine behavior; Jordan-Young, 2010). 

The variability found within gender groups is overall larger than the differences across 

them, and findings are notably more inconclusive than how they are presented (Fausto-Sterling, 

2012; Francis, 2006; Joel & Vikhanski, 2019; Jordan-Young, 2010). For example, a large venue 

of research testing the sex-brain theory compares patterns of behaviors between Cortical Adrenal 

Hyperplasia (CAH) girls—i.e., intersex girls born with masculinized genitalia because of 
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exposure to large amounts of androgens during fetal development—and non-CAH girls. The 

hypothesis is that holding the brain-sex theory truth, CAH girls should exhibit more “masculine 

behaviors.” In fact, researchers have found small differences in toy preferences between CAH 

and non-CAH, disseminating this finding as evidence of the brain-sex theory. However, social 

factors, such as different parenting styles, might account for the differences observed between 

CAH and non-CAH girls. Further, the overwhelming majority of the findings found no 

consistent behavioral differences between the two groups (Fausto-Sterling, 2012; Jordan-Young, 

2010). As Francis claims, “Findings on ‘gendered’ brain activity are not nearly so consistent or 

conclusive as is often implied by those evoking them” (2006, p. 9). 

Similarly, the idea that intrauterine hormone exposure leads to gender differences 

between men and women has undergirded transgender research. A few small studies found brain 

differences between transgender and cisgender adults. However, the differences found are more 

likely a result of cross-sex hormone therapy (Fausto-Sterling, 2012; Lawrence, 2007). To date, 

“there remain no conclusive studies linking transgender identity to brain structure or function” 

(Erickson-Schroth & Jacobs, 2017, p. 29). 

In short, “the standard stories about male and female brains are stale and unscientific, 

often with unfounded assumptions (about how and when differences arise, and so on), and 

premature leaps (for instance, drawing firm conclusions from small and unreplicated studies)” 

(Jordan-Young, 2010, p. 10). Nonetheless, the notion that differences between girls/women and 

boys/men are rooted in the brain-sex has widely sedimented in popular beliefs (Eliot, 2010). 

Social Constructionism and the Sex-Role Theory 

On the other hand, social constructionist theorists have confronted the idea that gender is 

grounded in biology. Disentangling biological sex from gender, they have argued that gender 
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differences are socially produced (Fausto-Sterling, 2012; Francis, 2006). Irrefutably, gender 

differences are, to some extent, culturally and historically constructed. For instance, until 1920, 

Western societies’ rules for pink and blue were contrary to the current ones (i.e., pink was the 

boys’ color and blue the girls’ one; Fausto-Sterling, 2012). Western societies tend to use binary 

gender categories—i.e., female and male—, while other societies have a history of using more 

than two gender labels (Yelland & Grieshaber, 1998). Likewise, some cultures have historically 

embraced transgender and queer people, such as the hijras in South Asia, and the concept of two-

spirits in some Native American cultures where they usually assumed prestigious roles as healers 

and shamans (Erickson-Schroth & Jacobs, 2017; Keenan, 2017). In short, it is hard to deny the 

cultural and historical specificity of gender. 

For social-construction theorists, facts such as these are indicative that sociocultural 

forces drive gender identities and expressions. Known as the sex-role theory, this model 

essentially proposes that children learn gender through modeling, imitation, and social 

reinforcement (Blaise & Taylor, 2012; Francis, 2006; Hogan, 2013; MacNaughton, 2000). 

Importantly, sex-role theorists have critically pointed out that biological explanations of gender 

justify structural practices that perpetuate gender hierarchies, consistently benefiting men over 

women (e.g., exclusion of women from certain areas of study; Fausto-Sterling, 2012; Francis, 

2006; Jordan-Young, 2010; Robinson & Diaz, 2006). Fully detaching the sexed body from 

gender, those located in the most extreme version of the sex-role theory argue that children learn 

gender purely from culture and context, without any biological underpinning. 

The Nature vs. Nurture Debate in ECE 

“Most competing theories of gender difference have been firmly located on either side of 

the former debate, grounded in a view of gendered behavior as either innate or socially 



 32 

constructed” (Francis, 2006, p. 8). Expectedly, how the ECE field has responded to gender 

difference has been informed by this debate. Influenced by views of gender as distinct from the 

sexed body and socially produced, the field has revised how curricular and pedagogical practices 

produce and perpetuate gender stereotypes (Blaise & Taylor, 2012; MacNaughton, 1998). 

Since the mid-1970s, ECE educators have implemented the so-called gender-equity 

programs (Blaise, 2005a; Blaise & Taylor, 2012; MacNaughton, 1998; Robinson & Diaz, 2006). 

ECE gender-equity programs mostly focus on challenging the marked boundaries between young 

boys and girls in ECE classrooms. They offer children less stereotypical role models to expand 

what it means to be a boy or a girl. Among other strategies, these programs involve encouraging 

girls to play at the boy-dominated block centers and boys to play nurturing roles with dolls. 

Another widespread pedagogical tool is to diversify the books and images in the classroom to 

represent men and women in non-stereotypical gender roles (Blaise, 2005a; Blaise & Taylor, 

2012; MacNaughton, 1998, 2000; Robinson & Diaz, 2006). 

However, the ECE efforts to shrink gender differences between boys and girls driven by 

the sex-role theory have proved overall unsuccessful (Blaise & Taylor, 2012; Davies, 1998; 

Henriques et al., 1984; MacNaughton, 1998, 2000; Robinson & Diaz, 2006; Walkerdine, 1990). 

A classic study in this vein is the one from MacNaughton (2000), who conducted an 

action research project with 12 Australian ECE teachers. In her study, the teachers implemented 

“gender projects,” developing activities to challenge gender stereotypes in their classrooms. For 

their gender projects being based on the tenets of sex-role socialization theory, they included 

modeling and reinforcement interventions such as reading stories with non-stereotypical gender 

roles, reorganizing and re-naming the classroom spaces and materials in gender-neutral ways, 

and providing girls opportunities to play at the block corner and others boy-dominated areas. 



 33 

Yet, regardless of how devoted and consistent the teachers were in their efforts, they failed to 

shift children’s behaviors and achieve their gender equity aims. As a teacher expressed, 

I’m getting really frustrated with some of the boys. It doesn’t matter where they go or 

what they play with, they are always noisy. They love fighting with each other. I’ve been 

reading them stories about boys who are gentle and they have a non-sexist role model in 

Sam, my assistant. He’s really gentle. They hear and see alternative role models but it’s 

not making any difference yet. (MacNaughton, 2000, p.11) 

As illustrated in this teacher statement, modeling for children different forms of masculinity (by 

reading stories of gentle boys or offering an “alternative male role” to their assistant teacher) 

proved unsuccessful. As a matter of fact, this failure to shift children’s gendered attitudes and 

behaviors by following the tenets of the sex-role theory led teachers to restore to biological 

rationales:  

Patricia: I know what you mean, I have boys like that every year. I’ve decided it’s 

pointless trying to change nature. After all, it’s just boys being boys. We might as well 

accept it’s just the way the world is. 

Maggie: I really believe that we can make a difference. We just need to provide them 

with a strong non-sexist environment to make changes. 

Patricia: But look at the facts. No matter what you do and say, it just doesn’t work! 

(MacNaughton, 2000, p. 11)  

In sum, teachers fruitlessly oscillated between biological determinism and sex-role theories to 

make sense of children’s gendered attitudes and behaviors. 

Hence, using feminist poststructuralist lenses, MacNaughton (2000) argued that the 

nature vs. nurture framework is limited to explaining how children learn and construct their 

gendered subjectivities and thus hampers teachers’ agency to revise gender practices in their 

classrooms. As she explains, teachers’ attempts failed not because of an essential genetic code 

that determines gender,  

But because the sex-role and its sponge model of identity formation denies the child’s 

need and capacity to selectively construct meanings. This flaw reflects a simplistic image 

of the relationships in identity formation between the individual and the social context. 

(MacNaughton, 2000, p. 20)  
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In short, MacNaughton’s (2000) study showed teachers “relying on understandings of childhood 

that present simplistic images of how children learn, know, and live gender” (p. xiv). To date, 

studies continue to show that when ECE teachers hold persistent beliefs of gender as being either 

biologically determined or socially learned, their sense of agency to address gender issues with 

their students is undermined (Chapman, 2016; Choflá, 2016; Lee-Thomas et al., 2005). 

Poststructural Feminism: Gender, Discourse, and Power 

Against this nature vs. nurture conundrum, poststructuralist feminism has opened up new 

forms to approach gender issues, pushing to go beyond the Western “tendency to engage in 

binary thought” (Davies, 1998, p. 131) that conceives biology and society as independent 

categories. In Henriques et al.’s (1984) words,  

Whilst we should avoid founding a theory of subjectivity on a taken-for-granted 

biological origin, we cannot construct a position which altogether denies biology any 

effects. The only way to do this without granting either term of the biology-society 

couple the status of pregiven categories is to reconceptualize them in such a way that the 

implicit dualisms is dissolved in favor of stressing the relational character of their mutual 

effects. (p. 21) 

Poststructural perspectives regard the relationship between the individual and the social as 

interdependent or mutually constructing. As Jordan-Young and Karkazis (2019) so beautifully 

explained, we need “to understand the inextricably of culture and nature in the facts that emerge 

from scientific research, circulate and morph in the world, are incorporated again into science, 

and so on” (p. 203). 

From a poststructuralist view, children’s gender identities are neither biologically 

predetermined nor are passive reflections of role models. Instead, children have agency, and they 

actively construct their gender identities through the various gender discourses available to them 

in a given social time and place (Blaise & Taylor, 2012; Davies, 1989; Hogan, 2013; 

Walkerdine, 1990). Importantly, some discourses are more powerful than others, for they are 
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cited over and over through social structures and institutions. Therefore, they become more 

available, valued, normalized, and easily recognized by others (Davies, 1989; MacNaughton, 

1998; Walkerdine, 1990). In poststructural theory, subjectivity—and oppression—is constructed 

through discourse. As Kumashiro (2002) explained, 

Some researchers have turned to poststructuralist theories of discourse to formulate 

different conceptualizations of oppression [suggesting that] oppression is produced by 

discourse, and in particular, is produced when certain discourses (especially ways of 

thinking that privilege certain identities and marginalize others) are cited over and over. 

Such citational processes serve to reproduce these hierarchies and their harmful effects in 

society. (p. 50) 

In sum, poststructural theory shifts the focus away from biological or cultural underpinnings of 

gender identity formation, “to relations of power and to the multiple subjectivities that are 

available to any person within the discursive practices of our societies” (Davies, 1989, p. 6). It 

argues that subjectivity and oppression are constructed through discourse. Discourses of 

(scientific) truth,  

Carry messages about power and seek to establish a set of hidden rules about who has 

power and who does not, or who is right/normal and who is wrong/abnormal. Power, 

status, and privilege are constructed through discourse” (Blaise, 2005b, p. 16). 

From very early ages, children grasp the meaning and power attached to gender discourses, and 

actively negotiate and make use of them selectively as they construct themselves as gendered 

beings (MacNaughton, 2000). 

Walkerdine’s (1990) study illustrated children’s construction of gender subjectivities 

through the negotiation of discourses and power with magnificent clarity; In her groundbreaking 

work on gender at two nursery schools, she observed children as they played and interacted with 

their teachers. In analyzing these exchanges, she disentangled competing gender discourses 

available in which children position themselves, construct their subjectivities, and make use of 

the power attached to them. 
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For example, Walkerdine shows how Terry, a 4-year-old boy makes use of “patriarchal 

narratives of female objectification” and exerts verbal violence against his classmate, Annie, 

when she tries to join him in the block center. “You are stupid cunt, Annie,” Terry says 

(Walkerdine, 1990, p. 4). Miss Baxter, the teacher, intervenes and tells Terry to stop. We could 

expect Terry to comply with his teacher’s directive, given that discourses about 

childhood/adulthood position young students as powerless against an adult teacher’s authority. 

Yet, Terry does not put an end to his aggression. Instead, he replies to Miss Baxter, “Get out of it 

. . .. Show your knickers; take all your clothes, your bra off” (Walkerdine, 1990, p. 4). 

As Walkerdine (1990) explained, these children were exercising power over their teacher. 

Such power was produced through discourse, a sexist discourse that positions the teacher as a 

powerless and objectified woman. The children were actively resisting childhood discourses that 

rendered them as small, innocent, and helpless young subjects. Instead, they were selectively 

making use of gender discourses that yielded them as powerful men. 

Along with landmarking Walkerdine’s work, is Davies’ (1989) study Frogs and Snails 

and Feminist Tales, in which she examined how children interpreted feminist books (e.g., Oliver 

Button Is a Sissy; The Paper Bag Princess). Her study indicated that from an early age, children 

understand the meaning and power of dominant gender discourses and grasp the importance of 

subjectively positioning themselves within the “right” discourses. 

Davies found children reestablishing the dominant gendered order that the feminist plots 

aimed to alter. For instance, they referred to a female central character as a male or simply 

asserted that “the story was wrong.” Davies (1989) concluded that normalized, binary gender 

discourses need to be revised and questioned to disrupt the forms in which children position 

themselves within the gender discourses. In her words, “children cannot both be required to 
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position themselves as identifiably male or female and at the same time be deprived of the means 

of signifying maleness and femaleness” (Davies, 1989, p. xi). 

Building upon these groundbreaking studies, a substantial body of poststructural 

scholarship has continued to examine how normalized gender discourses circulate in ECE 

settings. In agreement with Davies (1989), poststructural scholars continue to argue that 

increasing the visibility of non-normative gender identities and expressions in children’s 

literature, does little to disrupt pervasive gender narratives (Crawley, 2017; Earles, 2017; Lester, 

2014). For example, Earles (2017) examined children’s reactions to “gender-disruptive” stories 

of pirate girls and nurturing boys. About three decades after Davie’s landmarking study, she also 

found that children restored to dominant gender discourses, with boys asserting that, unlike the 

“soft and caring” boy in the story, they “like to play in the dirt” (p. 379). 

Moreover, as in Walkerdine (1990) and MacNaughton (2000), scholars have closely 

looked at the gendered nature of children’s play in ECE classrooms. Generally speaking, they 

found that girls use the power available within female domestic discourses while playing at the 

home corner, assuming assertive roles and countering boys’ dominance. Beyond this “private” 

home corner space, girls tend to be quieter and more submissive. Boys, on the other hand, are 

generally louder, take up more classroom space, and often invade and interrupt girls’ activities. 

(Chapman, 2016; Danby, 1998; Lowe, 1998; Thorne, 1993). 

To illustrate, in Taylor and Richardson’s (2005) study, when two kindergarten girls 

expressed their desire to leave the kitchen and go camping, the boys allowed them to come under 

the condition they “pack the car and then sit quietly in the back seat” (p. 167). Likewise, 

Callahan and Nicholas’ (2019) observations of ECE settings in Australia found girls playing 

mother roles and preparing dinner, while boys played as heroes, fighting against villains while 
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claiming that “Girls can’t play with [trucks] but we can” (p. 8). Above all, these studies show 

that “it appears that it is important for the majority of young children to get their gender ‘right’ 

(Blaise, 2005a, p. 93). 

Notwithstanding, throughout these studies, scholars point toward liminal spaces where 

children engage in “gender transgressions,” negotiating and resisting normalized gender 

discourses and constructing their subjectivities differently (Walderdine, 1990). In other words, 

feminist poststructural scholars illuminate instances of resistance, with children taking up 

femininity and masculinity discourses in forms that challenge dominant gender assumptions and 

warrant subjective diversity (Blaise, 2005a). 

For example, Davies (1989) showed how a preschooler boy assumes wife and mother 

roles while playing at the home corner. Likewise, Taylor and Richardson (2005) showed how 

kindergartener Reg plays at the home corner by performing a policeman and a mother 

simultaneously, while the teacher “goes along” with Reg’s play. Likewise, in Gunn’s (2011) 

study, two girls “get married” and resist peer rejection by asserting that “it doesn’t matter 

whether it’s two boys or two girls, just as long as you love each other” (p. 287). Blaise and 

Andrew (2005) introduced Clare, Elena, and Madison. Clare is a preschooler who prefers to play 

with boys and be chased and kissed by girls; Elena is a kindergarten girl who asserts, “My 

grandmother “doesn’t want a [boyfriend]. And I don’t think she needs one either” (Blaise, 2009, 

p. 455). And Madison wears “masculine” clothes that allow free movement and prefers to play at 

the block center (Blaise, 2005a, 2005b). 

As these examples show, “children are ‘made subject’ by and within normalizing orders, 

but also act to resist them” (Earles, 2017, p. 371). That is, dominant discourses constrain the 

gendering processes, although not entirely (MacNaughton, 1998). 
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To recapitulate, poststructural scholarship in ECE has moved beyond the nature vs. 

nurture debate in gender formation to make sense of gender in ECE classrooms. It shows that 

children are not passive recipients of external models, as the sex-role theory indicated. Nor are 

their gender identities and expressions pre-determined by biology. Instead, poststructural theory 

brings notions of discourse, agency, and power as fruitful theoretical and analytical tools to 

explore gender occurrence in ECE. As the studies I reviewed illustrate, while talking, reading, 

and playing in their ECE classrooms, children construct themselves as gendered subjects while 

making use, negotiating, and sometimes resisting the meaning and power of the varied gendered 

discourses made available to them. 

Queer Theory: Unsettling Gender/Sex Binaries and Childhood Innocence 

Also stemming from poststructural views, queer theory has pushed our thinking of gender 

in ECE even further. By departing from the premise that what we know for sure could be known 

differently, queer theory calls into question the inevitability of a binary gender system that 

divides people into two mutually exclusive and exhaustive categories of boys/men and 

girls/women (Blaise & Taylor, 2012). 

In disrupting gender binaries, queer theory opens possibilities for unimagined forms of 

being. Borrowing Keenan’s (2017) words, “queer theory troubles fixed scripts, because “fixed 

categories do not stand the test of human ecology” (p. 547). As the reader might have noticed, in 

ECE traditional gender-equity programs, “classifying practices into feminine/masculine—even 

making space for children to choose one of those options freely—does not account for children 

who desire to move between spaces” (Yoon, 2020, p. 138). Even though ECE gender-equity 

programs aimed to disrupt gender stereotypes by bringing more fluidity to femininity and 

masculinity notions, they used to be dualistic in nature. As such, they did not account for gender-
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fluid, non-binary, gender-queer identities, and expressions. To put it simply, queer theory moves 

from the assertation “You can be whatever you want, no matter if you are a boy or a girl,” to the 

question “Are a boy or a girl the only things you can be?” (Keenan, 2017, p. 549). 

Queer theoretical lenses are especially fitting within a context in which trans and queer 

children “radically transgress social expectations for boys and girls, pushing their parents, 

teachers and larger social institutions to challenge the fundamental notion of a dichotomous 

gender system” (Meadow, 2018, p. 731). Non-binary gender identities and expressions entail 

higher challenges for educational policy and practice. While policy texts offer specific guidance 

for cases of transgender students that transition from one binary to another (i.e., female to male, 

or male to female), they remain vague when it comes to supporting queer, non-binary students. 

Likewise, transgender students who maintain their queerness unnoticed (commonly known as 

passing) are subjected to less gender violence than their non-binary counterparts. As transgender 

scholar Keenan (2017) poignantly claims, 

It would seem that our stories are being told and accepted, that transgender identities are 

being recognized by those in power. It would seem that we are just men and 

women…just like everyone else. 

Yet, for many queer and trans people, our lives tell us something different: our identities 

and lived experiences are far more complex and fluid than the dominant “just like 

everyone else” narrative of LGTB identity. When our queerness or transness is 

recognizable to others, we regularly face discrimination, harassment, violence, and 

inadequate or even harmful medical services. (p. 538)  

It is in this context that, by queering—making strange and unfamiliar—the binary gender regime, 

queer theoretical lenses are exemplary for the purpose of examining gender policy in ECE. 

Queer theory sheds light on the interconnectedness of sexuality, sex, and gender (Butler, 

1990; Kumashiro, 2002). It underscores that despite the efforts to separate gender from sex and 

sexuality, these categories constantly merge. Of course, gender, sex, and sexuality are not the 

same; yet, it is hard, if not impossible, to make sense of one of them without mutually referring 
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to the others. In this sense, the discrimination experienced by lesbian and gay students due to 

their sexual orientation overlaps with gender issues. 

For instance, students who self-identified as lesbian or gay and whose gender expressions 

depart from gender norms (e.g., feminine gay students) report worse school experiences than 

their lesbian or gay peers with normative gender expression (e.g., masculine gay students) 

(Kosciw et al., 2022) In Gutierrez-Maldonado’s (2019) words, “Strategies of acceptance or 

inclusion that typically are okay with students being gay, but not acting gay” (p. 66). Likewise, 

for heterosexuality being the main component of hegemonic masculinity (Connell, 1995), studies 

show that teachers and parents are lenient with girls’ transgressions to femininity, while they 

immediately and more harshly police boys’ feminine behaviors (Averett, 2016; Kane, 2006, 

2012; Meadow, 2018; Sullivan et al., 2018). Even parents who affirm and support their 

transgender and queer children more intensely regulate gender transgressions for boys than girls. 

Aiming to protect their queer boys from discrimination and exclusion, they try to maintain their 

boys’ gender transgressions in private, while girls can perform queerness with relatively more 

freedom (Averett, 2016; Rahilly, 2015). 

Butler’s (1990) concept of the heterosexual matrix is particularly helpful in making sense 

of these blurred lines between gender/sexual issues at school. The heterosexual matrix points out 

that gender always intertwines with sex and sexuality, and that being heterosexual is the gender 

norm. “Through a system of binary oppositions, men are born with male bodies, act masculine 

and desire women; women are born with female bodies, act feminine and desire men (Ryan, 

2016, p. 79). Hence, because gender and (hetero)sexuality are entangled, queer theory “does not 

ask that pedagogy become sexualized, but that it excavates and interprets the way it already is 
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sexualized—and that it begins to interpret the way that it is explicitly heterosexualized” (Sumara 

& Davis, 1999, p. 192). 

Indeed, queer scholarship has unveiled how heteronormativity is encoded in ECE (Blaise 

& Taylor, 2012; Janmohamed, 2010; Robinson, 2005a, 2005b). Studies highlight that ECE 

teachers organize boys’ vs. girls’ competitions and encourage—or at least do not question—

games such as girlfriend and boyfriend, mother and father, mock weddings, and boys-girls kiss 

chase in ECE classrooms and playgrounds. Likewise, heterosexuality is encoded in teacher’s 

talk, and family engagement practices are based on the assumption that children live in 

heterosexual households (e.g., “take this to mommy and daddy”; Averett et al., 2017; Cloughessy 

& Waniganayake, 2014; Robinson, 2002, 2005b; Skattebol & Ferfoljia, 2007; Stafford, 2013; 

Souto-Manning & Hermann-Wilmarth, 2008; Surtees, 2005, 2008; Surtees & Gunn, 2010). 

In a similar vein, most books available in preschools and kindergartens depict 

heteronormative storylines, with male characters overrepresented in central roles (Crisp et al., 

2016, 2017; Hermann-Wilmarth & Souto-Manning, 2007; McCabe et al., 2011; Rowell, 2007; 

Ryan & Hermann-Wilmarth, 2018). In fact, researchers have found that depictions of 

transgender characters in recently released children’s literature also reproduce binary and 

heteronormative understandings of gender (Crawley, 2017; Lester, 2014). To illustrate, Lester 

(2014) analyzed 68 LGBTQ themed children’s books and found homosexual couples always 

depicted as monogamous, married, with children, and with one of the partners exhibiting 

feminine expressions and the other partner masculine ones. Similarly, transgender characters 

only had two gender options, transitioning from female to male or vice versa, and adopting 

stereotypical gender identities and expressions (e.g., a trans girl switching from wearing blue 

pants to pink skirts). As Lester (2014) concluded, 
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This consistent reinforcement of the normative trans-gender narrative allows the 

dominant gender binary to be upheld, excluding any and all possible alternatives. None of 

these transgender characters reject the gender binary altogether; gender-queer identities 

seem nonexistent. (p. 252) 

Queer studies also show how children actively make use of these powerful heteronormative 

discourses (Blaise & Taylor, 2012). To illustrate, Blaise (Blaise, 2005a, 2005b) uncovered five 

dominant heteronormative gender discourses (wearing femininity, body movements, make-up, 

beauty, and fashion talk) regulating kindergarteners’ play and talk. The 5-year-old girls in her 

study demonstrate a clear understanding of “the need” to use make-up “to be more beautiful” and 

“to get boyfriends” (Blaise, 2005a, p. 95). More than one decade later, Yoon (2020) provided 

evidence of kindergarten girls also taking up Blaise’s discourses of femininity such as make-up, 

beauty, and fashion talk. 

Yoon’s study pointed out that for girls of color opportunities to take up and explore 

various gender scripts are narrower than for her White peers. “In princess play, the 

overwhelming presence of whiteness normalized the White girl…as the central character in the 

play . . . to construct and justify certain play scripts, children use gendered and racialized scripts 

to interpret the world and to set up their play (Yoon, 2020, p. 3). In fact, many scholars highlight 

that normative discourses of femininity and masculinity are racialized, usually resulting in 

further constraints for children of color (Bryan, 2019). For example, preschool teachers might 

interpret “rough physical play” as “natural” for White boys, but as aggressive and reason for 

expulsion for their Black peers (Martin et al., 2018). Likewise, “cops and robbers,” a common 

game for boys, can cost the lives of Black young boys who are perceived as older and more 

violent (Bryan, 2019). In short, the intersection of race and gender is undeniable, and I will 

present further discussion on this in the following sections. 

Lastly, queer notions that gender and sexuality are entangled and that pedagogy is 
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(hetero)sexualized are especially disruptive in ECE. They trouble core discourses of childhood as 

innocent, pure, and asexual (Blaise & Taylor, 2012; Bond Stockton, 2009; Janmohamed, 2010; 

Robinson, 2005b; Surtees, 2005). Consequently, while there is evidence that social interactions 

and curricular and pedagogical practices constantly re-inscribe the notion that being straight is 

the common-sense (Ryan, 2016). 

Understandings of the process of gender construction in children’s lives that tend to 

dominate in early childhood education, do not adequately deal with the way in which 

gender is inextricably constituted within and normalized through the process of 

“heterosexualization” (Robinson & Diaz, 2006, p. 128). 

Regimes of truth constitute children as biologically immature (“too young”) to be affected by, 

understand, and reflect on sexual/gender matters. Consequently, oftentimes teachers consider it 

unnecessary—or even inappropriate—to address sex and gender topics in ECE (Gunn, 2011; 

MacNaughton, 2000; Robinson, 2002, 2005a; Stafford, 2013; Surtees, 2005, 2008; Surtees & 

Gunn, 2010). 

For example, Blaise and Andrew (2005) found preschoolers’ play indicated children 

knew some cultural rules of gender and sex. The preschoolers in their study knew that sex is 

private and that girls want and need boyfriends. “They knew [sex] was about lying down, getting 

naked, kissing, and power” (Blaise & Andrew, 2005, p. 53). However, when presenting these 

data to pre-service early childhood teachers, the student teachers held firmly to their conceptions 

of childhood innocence and regarded those colleagues who venture to challenge this assumption 

as “bad teachers” (Blaise, 2009; Blaise & Andrew, 2005). 

To summarize, queer theory problematizes fixed and binary understandings of gender and 

sexuality, opening legitimate space for fluid gender identities and expressions. Further, queer 

theory signals the inseparability of gender, sex, and sexuality and “digs” into the forms in which 

pedagogy is (hetero)sexualized. Henceforth, queer theory results in a well-suited framework for 
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my exploration of gender policies in ECE settings; gender policies and practices connote a 

limited capacity to disrupt binaries and make space for gender-fluid identities and expressions. 

Likewise, asexuality and “purity” function as constituents of childhood. If not problematized, 

these discursive assumptions might diminish ECE teachers’ possibilities of addressing gender 

issues with their students. 

Gender Policies and ECE Practice 

Having discussed feminist poststructural and queer scholarship contributions to the topic 

of gender in ECE, I will overview studies that more closely examine gender policy texts and 

their implications for school practice. As posited in Chapter 1, how gender policy plays out in 

educational practice remains largely unknown, especially in the early years of schooling 

(Leonardi & Staley, 2018; Meyer et al., 2019; Ullman, 2018). Borrowing Meyer et al.’s (2019) 

words, “There is currently limited research available on how [gender-justice] practices are being 

enacted by teachers, particularly those working in elementary schools” (p. 7). 

Although studies about gender policy uptake in ECE are scant, existing literature does 

provide insight into a variety of factors that influence the enactment of gender policy in school 

practice. This includes but also goes beyond the official policy itself. As I will describe, these 

factors range from the level of support teachers experience from the school leadership and 

parents to teachers’ identities and religious faiths, their daily workloads, school infrastructure, 

and available material resources. Regarding the official policy, how it conceptualizes the 

problem of gender violence and prescribes courses of action to schools are also influential 

aspects to which scholars have been giving special attention. 

In the following, I systematize these various factors that emerge across the literature as 

informative of the promises and limitations of gender policies. I present them independently for 
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the sake of clarity, although as the reader will notice, these elements are closely related and 

mutually influence one another. On many occasions, the boundaries between them blur. 

Parents  

To start with, the review of the literature indicates that the level of support—or disagreement—

experienced by the broader community of parents is significantly influential in educators’ 

willingness and capacity to address LGBTQ topics in their schools and classrooms. 

Fears of parents’ disapproval is one of the top barriers for administrators and teachers to 

address LGBTQ issues with their students (Beren, 2013; Choflá, 2016; Hermann-Wilmarth & 

Ryan, 2019; Kurt & Chenault, 2017; Leonardi & Staley, 2018; Meyer, 2008; Meyer et al., 2019; 

Morgan & Taylor, 2019; Rudoe, 2018). Expectedly, these fears are greater in ECE than in higher 

levels of education; a national survey study exploring the experiences with gender-justice 

education of K–12 educators in the U.S. found that the younger the students, the greater teachers’ 

fear of parents’ backlash. Less than half of kindergarten teachers reported feeling comfortable 

addressing LGBTQ issues in their classrooms, compared to 64% of 5th-grade teachers and 

roughly 80% of 7–12th grade teachers (Meyer et al., 2019). When teachers work with religious 

and conservative communities, their fears of parent backlash are greater, and so is their 

willingness to engage in gender-justice practices (Rudoe, 2018). 

School administrators who implemented accommodations to support transgender students 

in their Midwestern U.S. schools encountered parents being “discriminatory rather than 

accepting” (Kurt & Chenault, 2017, p.6). Likewise, even though they were following policy 

guidelines in place, elementary school teachers in the U.K. who included transgender issues in 

their curricula faced community outrage. Analyzing media outlets, Morgan and Taylor (2019) 

examined the nature of parents’ objections. They found that the widespread, taken-for-granted 
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notions of childhood as “innocent” and sexuality as circumscribed to the adult world were 

driving much of parents’ concerns about introducing transgender themes into the early grades. In 

their words, “there is a pervasive discourse at work around the asexuality of young children and 

a need to ‘protect’ this assumed pre-sexual state of being” (Morgan & Taylor, 2019, p. 24). 

Moreover, in alignment with Kurt and Chenault (2017), they found that a long history of the 

cultural association of transgender as sexual predators resulted in the perception of transgender 

topics as taboos for young children.  

However, studies also show that establishing early and ongoing channels of 

communication with parents helps to negotiate their concerns. For example, Kurt and Chenault 

(2017) found that providing information to concerned parents about “what it means to be a 

transgender individual and how these students pose no threat to their children,” was an effective 

strategy to gain community support (Kurt & Chenault, 2017, p. 7). In this regard, school 

administrators explained, parents’ objections and fears were largely based on misinformation. 

For example, parents expressed fears based on a long-standing myth of transgender people being 

a danger to others, while in fact they are the ones who have suffered harassment for decades 

(Erickson-Schroth & Jacobs, 2017; Kurt & Chenault, 2017). Likewise, using ethnographic 

methods, Hermann-Wilmarth and Ryan’s (2019) found that while elementary school teachers 

fear parents’ reactions when they included LGBTQ topics in their practice not all parents were 

resistant. For starters, some parents are themselves LGBTQ. And many straight parents were also 

appreciative and supportive. Teachers found that thoroughly communicating to parents the 

rationale for teaching LGBTQ topics and how it intersected with larger curricular and 

pedagogical goals helped to appease parents’ concerns. These teachers “reframe resistance as 
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dialogue . . . rather than responding form a place of defensiveness” (Hermann-Wilmarth & Ryan, 

2019, p. 94). 

While parents’ disapproval might function as a major impediment, their active support 

also facilitates gender-justice work in schools. As I introduced in Chapter 1, advocacy work from 

facilitative families on behalf of their young transgender and gender non-conforming children 

has driven significant changes in policy and practice (Meadow, 2018; Meyer & Leonardi 2018; 

Meyer et al., 2016; Rahilly, 2015; Slesaransky-Poe et al., 2013). Often, parents are not only 

supportive but actively engaged in the appropriation of gender policies in schools. Emerging 

studies in this area show that parents invest extraordinary amounts of material and human 

resources in doing so (Capous-Desyllas & Barron, 2017; Gray et al., 2016; Hill & Menvielle, 

2009; Meadow, 2018; Slesaransky-Poe et al., 2013). For instance, Capous-Desyllas and Barron 

(2017) showed that facilitative families proactively talk and provide assistance to school 

officials, camp directors, or other parents for them to understand, respect, and protect their 

transgender and queer young children. They facilitate information to the schools about policies in 

force that protect transgender children’s rights, and some become members of the school’s 

parent-teacher associations (PTA). Mirroring these findings, Hill and Menvielle (2009) showed 

parents “advocating on behalf of their child with the child’s teachers, principals, counselors, and 

school boards” (p. 266). 

However, as I have mentioned, parents’ capacity to affirm and support their transgender 

and gender non-conforming children and advocate for gender justice at schools is laden with 

factors such as social class, ethnicity, race, as well as parent’s own gender and sexual identities 

(Averett, 2016; Meadow, 2018; Rahilly, 2015; Travers, 2018). Socioeconomically privileged 

families have more capacity to advocate vis-à-vis with school authorities, who in turn are 
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particularly more responsive to the needs of their transgender and gender non-conforming 

children (Rahilly, 2015). 

Similarly, Kane (2012) interviewed parents of preschoolers from a variety of social-class 

backgrounds, races, ethnicities, sexual orientations, and family structures. Her study also 

underscored that parents’ agency is constrained by broader social expectations and structures. 

Especially, working-class parents expressed more reluctance to allow their young children to 

defy gender norms, for their children’s future opportunities already being constrained by their 

economic disadvantage. On the contrary, socio-economically privileged parents, who understood 

their children’s future as marked by choice, experienced more freedom to engage in “gender 

resistance” (Kane, 2012). 

In a similar vein, Averett (2016) interviewed LGBTQ parents regarding their childrearing 

gendered practices and found that their social location influenced the degree to which they were 

able to defy gender stereotypes in their parenting. For example, Michelle and Alexis, legally 

married lesbians, White, and both holding higher education degrees, were “outspoken” regarding 

their counter-cultural parenting practices and capable to confront critiques. On the other hand, 

Susan and Ana were also both highly educated, though Ana was a biracial immigrant, and they 

were new to their neighborhood. Hence, they expressed more anxieties and fears of scrutiny and 

judgment from other parents and their new community. 

To recapitulate, while localizing gender policy in practice, ECE teachers are likely to 

encounter strong and hard to deal with opposition from parents. Noteworthy, NYCDOE’s gender 

policy requires schools to include LGBTQ themes in curricula and to affirm transgender and 

queer children in their gender identities and expressions. However, it appears that the 

implementation of gender policy in schools when it clashes with parents’ worldviews about 
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gender, sexuality, and childhood is a pressing and unresolved dilemma (Leonardi & Staley, 

2018). However, families have been a key role in fostering gender justice in policies and 

practices. Yet, the social and economic structures influence the degree to which parents can 

actively advocate for gender justice for their children (Meadow, 2018; Kane, 2012; Rahilly, 

2015; Travers, 2018). 

School Leadership 

In addition to parents, school administrators strongly influence how gender-justice policy 

is brought into school practice. In this regard, several studies point out the lack of institutional 

support from administrators functioning as a major barrier to gender justice (Martino et al., 2022; 

Meyer, 2008; Meyer et al., 2019; Payne and Smith, 2018a; Kurt & Chenault, 2017). Many U.S. 

teachers report their administrators not being interested in LGBTQ issues, or not considering it a 

priority (Meyer et al., 2019). Accordingly, Payne and Smith (2018a) interviewed elementary 

school principals who participated in an LGBTQ professional development program in the 

Central New York region, finding significant resistance from school leaders to address LGBTQ 

issues in their schools. In general, school leaders argued LGBTQ issues were neither relevant in 

their school contexts nor of interest to their school staff. 

Likewise, in Meyer’s (2008) study, some secondary school teachers report not receiving 

support from their principals, despite laws and policies in force that require the implementation 

of LGBTQ curriculum. This lack of support coming from their superiors diminishes teachers’ 

likelihood of including LGBTQ themes in their curricula and intervening when they witness 

gender discrimination among their students. As Meyer (2008) concluded, “The way 

administrators interpreted and applied various school-board and school-wide policies sent clear 

messages to teachers about how they should enforce and apply those policies” (p. 562). 
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For the most part, research suggested that school administrators serve as barriers to 

gender justice in schools (Meyer 2008; Meyer et al., 2019; Payne &Smith 2018). However, 

recent studies show that some principals are supportive of trans children, and they are actively 

leading change in their school communities to create more supportive environments for gender 

differences (Magnin, 2020b). Scholars have presented more nuanced and complex perspectives, 

pointing out that administrators’ implementation of gender policies is locally enacted, or, in other 

words, influenced by their unique contexts (Church et al., 2016; Leonardi & Staley, 2018). 

Church et al. (2016) examined early childhood administrators’ attitudes toward working 

with gay and lesbian families in North Carolina. Rather than resistance, they found that, in 

general, administrators hold a positive attitude and are willing to include lesbian and gay themes 

in their ECE centers. However, their level of support varied per their religious beliefs and levels 

of education, among other criteria. The less religious and the higher the educational degree 

obtained, the more positive attitudes ECE administrators reported toward LGBTQ families. 

Similarly, Leonardi and Staley (2018) studied preschool to secondary school 

administrators’ understandings of their roles in translating into practice the guidelines to support 

transgender and queer students in one U.S. school district. They found that the unique contexts of 

each school (e.g., parents’ support or resistance, teachers’ religious backgrounds) were crucial 

factors influencing how the administrators make sense of and negotiate official policy at their 

institutions. They identified wide variation across schools, ranging from some administrators 

dismissing specific guidelines in force (e.g., the use of student’s preferred pronouns), others 

focusing only on providing special accommodations for transgender and gender non-conforming 

students, to principals working to embed gender and sexual diversity into their schools (I will 
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later elaborate on this last case; Leonardi & Staley, 2018). In addition, some have started to 

disentangle how principals’ leadership is supportive. 

In brief, not only parents but school administrators are key actors informing how gender 

policy translates into classroom practices. This is highly significant in the context of my 

proposed study. NYCDOE’s gender policy indicates that school principals are in charge of 

ensuring that their school communities—including staff, students, and families—are familiar 

with NYC guidelines on gender inclusion (NYCDOE, 2019d). 

Teachers’ Identities 

Without a doubt, the personal identities and experiences of teachers need to be taken into 

account. More specifically, the review of the literature indicates that teachers’ gender, sexual, 

racial/ethnic identities shape their classroom practices related to LGBTQ issues. Having 

experienced discrimination and marginalization, some LGBTQ teachers seem more committed to 

addressing LGBTQ issues with their students. However, for other teachers, their own 

experiences of marginalization increase their sense of vulnerability and restrain them from 

addressing LGBTQ issues with their students (Endo et al., 2010; Harris & Gray, 2014; Meyer, 

2008). As I have explained, teachers are afraid of parents’ negative reactions when they address 

LGBTQ themes with the students. For LGBTQ and teachers of color, the fear of parents’ 

backlash is even greater. Indeed, research indicated that LGBTQ and teachers of color in the 

U.S. are more likely to receive complaints from parents than their cisgender, heterosexual, and 

White colleagues (Meyer et al., 2019). Specifically, cisgender and heterosexual teachers are half 

as likely to receive complaints than LGBTQ teachers. Likewise, about one out of four teachers of 

color receive complaints from parents, compared to 17% of White teachers (Meyer et al., 2019). 
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Across the studies reviewed, teachers’ religious beliefs emerged as a critical point 

regarding LGBTQ issues at schools (Beren, 2013; Choflá, 2016; Church et al., 2016; Leonardi & 

Staley, 2018). For example, Hall and Rodgers (2019) survey indicated a strong association 

between educators’ religious beliefs and their attitudes toward LGBTQ students; the more 

religious the educator, the more negative their attitudes and opinions on LGBTQ students (Hall 

& Rodgers, 2019). In Leonardi & Staley’s (2018) interviews, school administrators reported not 

expecting their more religious teachers to implement the official gender guidelines in place. 

In short, studies highlight that teachers’ religious faith, race, as well as their own gender 

and sexual identities and experiences influence their capacity and willingness to foster gender-

justice practice, even when mandated by official policy. 

Official Policy 

The review of the literature above underscores that the contexts in which teachers work 

are paramount in shaping the complex and “muddy” relationship between gender policy and 

practice. In what follows, I review studies that have as their unit of analysis the official gender 

policy texts. As I explained in Chapter 1, researchers approaching policy-as-practice understand 

that embedded within the policy processes there is always a great deal of negotiation of power. 

Thus, policy-as-practice does not take policy for granted but excavates how official policy, as a 

political endeavor, might empower some and silence others (Levinson et al., 2009). 

In this regard, Meyer & Keenan (2018) analyzed gender policies across California’s 

school districts and pointed out that oftentimes, policy “creates a kind of ‘script’ (Keenan, 2017) 

that further defines and restricts the legibility of gender, creating restrictions and unanticipated 

barriers for non-binary students” (Meyer & Kennan, 2018, p. 744). They show that most policy 

texts reify normative gender binaries by offering guidance to schools on how to support 



 54 

transgender students as they move from one gender binary to the other. However, they render 

illegible the gender identities and expressions of those students who do not identify as male or 

female, as well as of transgender students who prefer not to seek social transition. Analyzing 

administrative guidance in various Illinois school districts, McQuillan’s (2022) study rendered 

similar findings. 

These scholars have also pointed out that policy is not only reifying gender binaries, but 

they also ignore the intersectionality of students’ experiences (McQuillan, 2022; Meyer and 

Keenan, 2018) For example, policies might prohibit gendered stereotyped uniforms. However, 

studies show how, for Black girls’ bodies being oversexualized, school dress codes unfairly 

penalize Black girls (Morris, 2016; Morris & Perry, 2017). 

Likewise, some policies indicate that students have the right to request accommodations 

(e.g., private locker rooms) or come forward with complaints when they experience 

discrimination. As Meyer and Keenan (2018) explained,  

This, of course, also requires a student or family who is able to successfully navigate 

institutional channels and communication and who has sufficient resources to risk such 

disclosure. (p. 744) 

Yet, parents who are not heterosexual or who belong to minoritized social classes and 

race/ethnicities, experience intensified public surveillance as they try to affirm their children’s 

transgender and gender non-conforming identities and expressions (Averett, 2016; Averett et al., 

2017; Hill & Menvielle, 2009; Meadow, 2018). For instance, a lesbian mother of a masculine 

girl in Hill and Menvielle’s (2009) study, “worried that other people might think that she and her 

partner were trying to make their child a butch lesbian” (p. 254). Similarly, Child Protective 

Services unexpectedly pulled out Michael from his class and interviewed him, because they 

suspected child abuse and that his gay father, Sean, was forcing him to transition (Meadows, 

2018). 
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Regardless of the existence of anti-discrimination gender policies “for all,” LGBTQ 

parents and Black children are especially vulnerable to state surveillance (Meadow, 2018; 

Travers, 2018). The procedures official policies endorse do not adequately deal with the fact that 

students from socioeconomically disadvantaged families, from ethnic/racial minorities, who are 

immigrants, whose native language is not English, and so on, have less access to sociocultural 

and material resources than their White-middle class peers with heterosexual parents to advocate 

for themselves, let alone to succeed in that endeavor (Meyer & Kennan, 2018). 

In analyzing LGBTQ educational policy texts from British Columbia, Canada, 

Loutzenheiser (2015) arrived at a similar conclusion. She argued that these policies render 

LGBTQ students as more similar than different, for they presuppose fixed and immutable gender 

identities and expressions while removing “the possibility of identities as less set and more 

intersectional” (p. 111). In denying the intersectionality of student’s identities, the policies do not 

account, for example, for the fact that teachers are generally less responsive to students of color. 

As a result, “the policies may protect the dominant White body” (Loutzenheiser, 2015, p. 111). 

In a similar vein, Marquez and Brockenbrough (2013) analyzed court cases of 

homophobic discrimination against students of color in California. In doing so, they showed how 

the “presumption of whiteness and class privilege,” (p.464) in legal gender discourses along with 

limited policy attention to the intersectional forms of oppression have high costs for queer 

students of color. For instance, the authors critically interrogated the nationally attended case of 

Lawrence King. Lawrence King was a high school queer of color student shot by McInerney, a 

White peer, after openly expressing sexual desire toward him. In agreement with other scholars 

reflecting on this case (Gutierrez-Maldonado, 2018), Marquez and Brockenbrough (2013) 
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illuminated how Lawrence King’s race was left out of the legal plaintiffs and public debate. 

Therefore, the authors asked, 

With dual historical legacies in the United States of positioning queer and non-White 

Others as sexual predators…how should we make sense of court testimonies that 

positioned King as a sexual aggressor toward McInerney? How might the racial 

discourses surrounding King and McInerney account for the failure of the jury during the 

first trial to reach a verdict? (Marquez & Brockenbrough, 2013, p. 463) 

Though ignored, racism was a determining factor that interacted with homophobia and 

transphobia in King’s murder.  

Like in Lawrence King’s case, the researchers elaborated on the legal plaintiffs of the 

other two cases of Latino students, Flores and Ramirez. In both court cases, the debates were 

centered around gender and included no investigation of racial issues, such as the schools’ 

climate on matters of racial and cultural differences, the frequency of which students of color 

suffered harassment, or the racial identities of the attackers. 

These publicly known cases of Lawrence Kings, Flores, and Ramirez—among others—

have driven well-intentioned and necessary educational policies prohibiting gender violence at 

schools. However, Marquez and Brockenbrough (2013) argued, given the dismissal of the 

multiple and interacting oppressions that queer students of color experience at school, the 

resulting policies might be insufficient to fully prevent that violence. They concluded, 

Only when educational stakeholders begin to ask questions about these intersections will 

we begin to develop a clearer picture of what forces shape the discrimination experienced 

by queer students of color, and what legal strategies, policy protections, and institutional 

practices may help us to effectively address those forces so that we can serve the needs of 

all queer youth in America’s schools. (p. 476) 

In short, scholars have unveiled normative understandings of gender as binary and White bias 

within policy texts, producing certain subjectivities as more legible (and thus more protected) 

than others. As I will elucidate in Chapter 4, where I present study findings, written by cis, 

White, middle-class people without actively including the voices of trans people, the NYCDOE’s 
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gender policy is also affected by the “presumption of whiteness and class privilege,” (Marquez & 

Brockenbrough, 2013, p. 464) and largely fails to respond to the needs of queer students, 

especially poor trans and queer students of color. 

Individual Anti-Bullying and Trans-Inclusion Frameworks in Cissexist School Cultures 

Scholars critically examining gender policy and practice point out that the majority of the 

initiatives insert within broader anti-bullying strategies or special accommodations for trans 

students. These approaches, they argue, remain insufficient because they focus on regulating 

individual behavior, instead of fostering much-needed school culture change (Magnin, 2020a; 

Martino et al., 2022; Phipps & Blackall, 2021). 

Anti-bullying gender policies are likely to drive school practices that reduce explicit 

incidents of gender discrimination from student to student. However, they neglect to account for 

school cultures that, by rendering certain (hetero)sexual, (binary)gender, and racial social 

locations as natural and normal, contribute to sustaining systems of oppression. In anti-bullying 

scholar Walton’s (2010, p. 148) words, 

The work of facilitating safe schools is misguided if management of behavior is the sole 

focus of policy. Counter-dominant policy practices, creating a school culture of inclusion 

and safety for all children, necessitate ensuring that gender and sexual orientation 

diversity, along with other forms of social difference, is addressed in policies and 

educational programmes.  

Focusing the discussion as an individual problem, dismisses the role school culture and 

structures have on it; it also downplays the responsibility of the whole community, including 

teachers, leadership, and parents in sustaining the problem or looking for solutions. 

Individualized approaches fail to address the cissexist binary gender systems (Martino, 2022) in 

schools, which are simultaneously entangled with racist, classist, ableist school practices. 

To illustrate, Meyer & Keenan’s (2018) analysis of gender-related policy texts in 10 

school districts in California indicates that the policies frame the problem within the 
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victimization narrative, hence focusing on the individual while not motivating broader 

institutional changes. In their words, these policies, “focus on the ‘transgender or gender-variant 

student’ as the individual who needs to be ‘integrated’ rather than seeing the institution as a site 

in need of reform, or its own role in producing situations that harm trans people” (Meyer & 

Keenan, 2018, p. 743). For example, one district policy indicated that to support transgender 

students the school must discuss with them their access to school facilities and activities (e.g., 

athletics) and appoint key professionals to whom the students may report any need or problem. 

However, as Meyer & Kennan (2018) argued, “there is no guidance for . . . how the school will 

be changing its structures to be less hostile to gender diversity” (p. 745). 

Similarly, Loutzenheiser’s (2015) piece, Who are you calling a problem? Addressing 

transphobia and homophobia through school policy (2015) also dissects how gender policies 

tend to frame the problem through “risk lenses”; “When thinking through risk, it is easier to see 

the child as the thing in need of fixing or saving, rather than schools” (p. 108). However, the 

lived realities of students who are subjects of anti-bullying policies are way more complex, and 

their identities exceed those constructed by anti-bullying policies (Loutzenheiser, 2015). Though 

victimization narratives might serve to secure and protect LGBTQ students’ rights, it does so at 

the expense of acknowledging their agency as well as recognizing their desires and the joys and 

pleasures found in queer lives (Gutierrez-Maldonado, 2018). As Loutzenheiser (2015) poignantly 

claims, 

It is here where policy contradictions begin to become contentious. How is it possible to 

view queer, transgender, and genderqueer youth as both worthy of protections from 

harassment and violence and simultaneously capable? (Loutzenheiser, 2015, p. 109) 

Of no small import, studies exploring how educators make sense of gender discrimination in 

their schools, suggest that anti-bullying lenses result in a lack of translation into curricular and 

pedagogical practices. For example, Payne and Smith (2013) analyzed K–12 teachers’ 
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understandings of LGBTQ discrimination in schools, finding that teachers’ efforts mainly focus 

on regulating students’ behavior. The teachers in their study stressed the need to be consistent in 

intervening when they witnessed student-to-student verbal or physical violence. However, they 

dismissed considerations of how the institutional school practices, and their curriculum and 

pedagogy, reproduce and sustain patterns of power, marginalization, and privilege. As Payne and 

Smith (2013) explained, they failed to address how and why “apparently mundane and everyday 

practices inside school” systematically exclude certain students, p. 86). 

In support of the claim that anti-bullying approaches might result in a lack of curricular 

and pedagogical translation, Meyer et al.’s (2019) large-scale survey of U.S. elementary schools 

teachers found that the majority of schools limit their efforts to displaying visual artifacts such as 

posters, flyers, and stickers with the rainbows pride flag. Other common practices that emerge 

across studies are one-time events, such as gay day, diversity day, pink-shirts day, etc. (Meyer et 

al., 2019; Payne & Smith, 2013; Ullman, 2018). Though well-intentioned, anti-bullying scholars 

argue that these types of bounded practices, 

fail to be disruptive, and LGBTQ and gender nonconforming students’ position in the 

social hierarchy remains marginalized and unchanged, and the systems of power that put 

them there remain intact” (Payne & Smith, 2013, p. 18). 

In short, the “risk-lenses” that drive anti-bullying policies focus on reducing explicit incidents of 

discrimination and harassment. However, they dismiss institutional conditions and larger social 

issues that marginalized LGBTQ students (Meyer & Keenan, 2018; Payne & Smith, 2013). 

Further, risk-lenses underlaying anti-bullying policies might restrain the capacity of schools to 

open space for LGBTQ students’ agency to advocate for themselves and render illegible queer 

lives fulfilled with passion, enjoyment, and pleasure (Loutzenheiser, 2015; Gutierrez-

Maldonado, 2019). 
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Enriching this perspective, scholars are stressing the need to adopt trans-informed policy 

and pedagogy (Keenan, 2022; Martino, 2022; Omercajic & Martino, 2020) In Keenan’s words, 

“transgender people’s lived experiences, experiential trans knowledge, and counter-narratives 

must be at the center of transformative efforts in educational spaces” (p. 278). Centering trans 

voices and experiences and bringing to the front the interlocked systems of oppression they 

experience is necessary for effective cultural and structural change that can improve the 

conditions of trans people in schools and beyond. 

Whole-School Approaches and Trans Students in K-12 Classrooms 

An emerging body of scholarships sheds light on some schools’ and educators’ affirming 

practices of trans and queer students. Some institutions, studies show, are moving beyond 

isolated events and individual interventions. Instead, these schools are implementing “whole-

school” approaches, aiming to create school cultures that embrace diversity and difference. 

Ullman (2018) explored how school staff interpreted and translated into practice 

education policies related to gender and sexual diversity in elementary U.S. schools. She found 

that, on the one hand, some schools interpret gender justice by drawing on an anti-bullying 

narrative and tend to keep their efforts to a minimum, only meeting basic policy requirements 

(e.g., use of preferred toilets and pronouns). On the other hand, other schools interpret gender 

policy “as offering clear whole-community benefit” (Ullman, 2018, p. 495). In this second 

approach, several schools have regular meetings with the whole school staff—and sometimes 

including students—to discuss LGBTQ and other social justice issues. They also offer 

professional development opportunities. Importantly, teachers engage with their students in 

discussions of hetero and cis bias to normalize gender and sexual diversity and make it more 
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visible. This second approach, Ullman argues, challenges normalized cis-hetero practices, which 

are at the core of the oppression suffered by LGBTQ families and children. 

Like Ullman (2018), Meyer et al. (2016) provided clues on the institutional features of 

schools’ cultures that are more welcoming of gender differences. The researchers interviewed 

teachers from pre–K to 12th grade in Canada. Their findings indicate that schools that are more 

supportive of transgender and queer students have a flexible, student-centered curriculum that 

honors children’s different interests, ways of learning, and accounts for their voices in 

pedagogical decisions. Second, they found that in these schools prevails “a climate in which all 

forms of creativity and nonconformity are valued, including but not limited to gender diversity” 

(Meyer et al., 2016, p. 24). Third, these schools revised their gender-segregated activities and 

facilities (e.g., have all-gendered bathrooms, and students are free to wear any clothes). Last, 

they have restorative justice programs instead of punitive discipline practices. 

Slesaransky-Poe et al. (2013) also focused on the features of schools that are arguably 

more supportive and welcoming of gender differences. Specifically, they analyzed the 

transformation of an elementary school in the U.S. over five years. Among other actions, the 

school planned staff development training and carefully revised gendered classrooms and 

teacher’s practices. Their study also highlighted how crucial parent-school collaboration was for 

the institution to become more welcoming of gender differences (Slesaransky-Poe et al., 2013). 

More recently, Magnin (2022) examined elementary school teachers’ practices 

supporting trans and queer students. She found that, generally speaking, supportive schools are 

decreasing binaries (e.g., eliminating binary gendered language and traditional boys/girls’ 

groups), engaging in curricular discussions about gender with their students, and affirming 
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gender identity by, for instance, respecting trans students pronouns and names, ensuring they can 

access to school facilities safely, and displaying LGBTQ signage. 

Studying NYCDOE’s Gender Policy-As-Practice 

In examining how NYCDOE’s gender policy is taken up by ECE educators, I will use “a 

critical approach to policy as practice” (Levinson et al., 2009, p. 773). Traditional approaches to 

policy research assume a neutral and instrumental sense of policy. In Loutzenheiser’s (2015) 

words,  

The prevailing paradigm in educational research and policymaking is technical rationality 

where school problems are approached as localized technical issues in search of neutral 

and objective solutions” (p. 105). 

Hence, prevailing policy studies investigate if policy “works.” That is, studies of policy 

implementation examine if a specific policy was put into place with fidelity and if it produced the 

expected outcomes (Ball et al., 2012; Bartlett & Vavrus, 2013, 2014, 2017; Levinson & Sutton, 

2001). As Levinson et al. (2009) explained,  

The traditional approach . . . attempted to answer the primary question: Has the policy 

been effectively implemented? Does it work or not work? Secondarily, traditional policy 

research attempted to understand how and why a given policy worked or failed to work 

as it was intended, with an eye toward policy reformulation and/or the reform of local 

structures for policy implementation. (p. 768) 

This top-down, linear approach to policy research fails to grasp the larger social, political, and 

economic set of forces in which policy is rooted (Kendall, 2012). In contrast, policy-as-practice 

does not conceive policy as a rational, top-down, neutral process in which higher-level policy 

actors objectively define a problem, design paths to solutions, and local actors (e.g., principals 

and teachers at schools) follow them with more or less accuracy. Rather, stemming from the 

domain of anthropological inquiry, policy-as-practice means that designing and putting policy 

into action is, first and foremost, “a social practice of power” (Levinson et al., 2009, p. 769). In 

Ball’s (2012) words,  
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Putting policies into practice is a creative and sophisticated and complex process... there 

is a good deal of discourse and power. Policy is very much “a certain economy of 

discourses of truth” (Foucault, 1980, p. 93) which becomes invested in the day-to-day 

existence of schools, the bodies of teachers and students, and in the form of social 

relationships. Policies are permeated by relations of power. (p. 9)  

In other words, traditional implementation studies seek to improve policy implementation and 

outcomes, though they rarely address the negotiations, assumptions, and contexts that shape the 

policy processes. Simply put, traditional policy research takes policy problems for granted. On 

the contrary, policy-as-practice underscores that “all policy is political” (Kendall, 2012; p. 129). 

Hence, studies of educational policy-as-practice studies strive to situate the analysis of policy 

uptake in practices within macro social, political, and material forces (Levinson & Sutton, 200; 

Kendall, 2012). Using a policy-as-practice framework, I aim to examine NYCDOE’s policy in 

ECE practice as rooted in and shaped by broader contextual forces. 

Further, understanding policy as a social practice of power, policy-as-practice conceives 

official policy texts as a form of normative discourses (Levinson & Sutton, 2001; Levinson et al., 

2009; Wright & Shore, 1997). In this sense, a critical approach to policy as practice 

conceptualizes official policy “as discursive formations that function to empower some people 

and silence others” (Wright & Shore, 1997, p. 7). Official policy discourses become 

authoritative; they are normative discourses that become deeply ingrained in policy and practice. 

In Bartlett and Vavrus’s words, “Policy authorizes certain social actors to define problems and 

solutions, thereby shaping public discourses in ways that often prove stubbornly resistant to 

change” (2017, p. 2). Therefore, policy-as-practice studies look more closely at the language that 

comprises normative policy discourses and interrogates the interests and negotiation of meaning 

that go into policy (Levinson et al., 2009). 

Rather than policy implementation, policy-as-practice delves into policy appropriation. 

That is, “the ways that creative agents interpret and take in elements of [official] policy, thereby 
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incorporating these discursive resources into their own schemes of interests, motivation, and 

action” (Levinson et al., 2009, p. 779). Simply put, “appropriation is a kind of taking of policy 

and making it one’s own” (Levinson & Sutton, 2001, p. 3). 

Appropriation not only refers to the fact that policy actors interpret and adapt policy 

according to their local contexts, interests, and regimes of truth; the term also highlights the 

potential of teachers, as “unauthorized policy actors” to influence and change official policy 

(Levinson et al., 2009). On-the-ground actors, such as teachers and principals, are policy actors 

as well. In short, policy-as-practice models “attribute agency to the full range of actors who 

come into contact and engage with policies in different ways” (Wilinski, 2014, p. 4). 

Policy-as-practice constitutes a compelling approach to studying NYCDOE’s gender 

policy in ECE. As my review of the literature indicates, rather than taking the policy for granted, 

the assumptions embedded in gender policies require some questioning, as they tend to be 

binary, classed, and racialized. A study of gender policies undoubtedly necessities to examine 

and interrogate how policy conceptualizes gender, (in)visibilizes certain gender identities and 

expressions and normalizes others, and how it defines the very problem (and solutions) of gender 

violence in schools. Moreover, by recognizing the agency of local actors to negotiate official 

policy discourses, in accordance with their own interests, ideas, and particular contexts, a policy-

as-practice approach drives my attention to the exploration of how teachers understand and enact 

NYCDOE’s gender policy, recognizing the potential of local actors to drive change in official 

policy. 
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Chapter 3: Methodology 

To recapitulate, I draw on a policy-as-practice conceptual approach that underscores that 

policy is political and that official policy texts are always negotiated by policy actors situated in 

different times and places and according to their own regimes of truth, schemes of interests and 

particular social and material constraints (Heimans, 2012; Levinson et al., 2009; Wright & 

Shore, 1997). 

Research Design 

To study how NYCDOE’s gender policy is enacted in kindergarten classrooms—drawing 

on prior studies of educational policy-as-practice (Kendall, 2012; Vavrus & Bartlett, 2013; 

Wilinski, 2014)—I draw on the tenets of the Comparative Case Study (CCS). This 

methodological approach was proposed by Bartlett and Vavrus (2017) to bring “methodological 

clarity as to how one might explore the complex assemblages of power that come to bear on 

policy formation and appropriation” (Bartlett & Vavrus, 2014, p. 131). Like traditional case 

studies, the CCS requires extensive and in-depth data collection at the local research sites 

(Creswell, 2007; Stake, 2000; Yin, 1994). Yet a CCS “strives to situate local action and 

interpretation within a broader cultural, historical, and political investigation” (Vavrus & 

Bartlett, 2006, p. 96). Underlying a CCS design is the belief that to clearly understand how 

policy plays out at the local level, the researcher must acquire extensive knowledge of the 

broader contextual forces (Bartlett, 2014; Bartlett & Vavrus, 2014, 2016, 2017). In Vavrus and 

Bartlett’s (2006) words,  

The [CCS] should be grounded in a principal site—e.g., a school, a community, an 

institution, or a government ministry—and should fully attend to the ways in which 

historical trends, social structures, and national and international forces shape local 

processes at this site . . .. In a [CCS], understanding of the micro-level is viewed as part 

and parcel of larger structures, forces, and policies about which the researcher must also 

develop a full and thorough knowledge. (96) 
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Hence, to afford the exploration of how broader forces shape NYCDOE’s formation and school 

appropriation processes, I use CCS’s three axes of analysis and comparison. First, a horizontal 

axis requires attention to policy enactment across different locations (e.g., different teachers in 

different schools). Second, a vertical axis requires the researcher to attend to how the policy 

“travels” across different levels of policy (e.g., from the state to the district to schools). Lastly, a 

third transversal axis of analysis allows the researcher to investigate the historical context of the 

policy. In Bartlett and Vavrus’s (2017) words, the CCS  

incorporates an explicitly comparative perspective, urging attention across locations (the 

horizontal axis) and micro-, meso-, and macro-levels (the vertical axis) in ways that move 

beyond the traditional multiple case study.” Additionally, a transversal axis situates the 

policy analysis historically. It requires attending to the occurrence of key “policy events” 

and significant changes across time. (p. 139) 

At the micro-level, I engage in horizontal analysis and comparison across different ECE 

teachers. Horizontal comparisons allow the examination of how teachers “localize policy” in 

similar and in distinctive forms by interpreting, negotiating, and revising official policy in 

relation to their motivations, knowledge, beliefs, and the different social and material conditions 

in which they work (Bartlett & Vavrus, 2017). 

To address my vertical axis, I explore how the NYCDOE’s policy “travels” upside-down 

from the DOE to schools and bottom-up from schools to the DOE. I explore the negotiations that 

occurred throughout these policy “movements,” identify key policy actors, and how they have 

shaped the NYCDOE’s policy across different times and places. Lastly, my transversal axis 

situates local policy enactment within a broader historical investigation. To do this, I attend to 

how participants date the NYCDOE’s policy and how they chronicle major changes. 

This comparative approach across different teachers, higher policy levels, and across 

time, helps me to understand how different contextual forces come together to the way in which 

NYCDOE’s policy was localized in ECE practice, and with what consequences. 
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Research Context 

NYC is a compelling context for research. It is the U.S. city that has the largest number 

of residents identifying as LGBTQ (Newport, 2018). It is the largest school district in the United 

States and one of the most demographically diverse districts in the nation. Almost 14% of NYC 

DOE school students are Emergent Multilingual Learners and about 72% come from 

economically disadvantaged households. Regarding the racial and ethnic composition of the 

student population, 41.1% are Hispanic, 24.4% Black and 16.7% Asian. A minority, less than 

15%, are White non-Hispanics (NYCDOE, 2023a). Given that gender issues inextricably 

intersect with those of race and class, researching in the NYC context is not only significant but 

potentially informative for the increasingly racially and ethnically diverse U.S. educational field. 

According to the latest U.S. Census, between 2010 to 2020 the White population decreased by 

8.6%, compared to Hispanic/Latinx which grew by 23% (U.S. Census Bureau, 2021a). In fact, 

since 2018, White non-Hispanic children (under 15 years) are no longer the racial/ethnic 

majority in the country (Frey, 2019). 

Participants 

A total of 41 participants enrolled in my study. I interviewed 18 teachers, four school 

administrators, seven district policy stakeholders, and twelve PD providers. More specifically, I 

worked with a purposive sample (Yin, 2016) of ECE teachers engaged in efforts toward gender 

justice in ECE. 

Unlike canonical quantitative sampling methods, in this case, “potential for learning is a . 

. . superior criterion to representativeness” (Stake, 2000, p. 446). As the review of the literature 

in Chapter 2 showed, scholars have extensively documented the ways schools are adverse spaces 

for students who do not conform to hegemonic forms of masculinity and femininity. However, 



 68 

substantially less is known about “outsider cases” (i.e., about those schools that are turning into 

more welcoming environments for queer and trans students). As Weiss asserts, “Sometimes 

cases that occur infrequently should be sought out because they are significant conceptually” 

(1994, p. 31). Therefore, I recruited school leaders and ECE teachers that, as I delineate below, 

demonstrated some interest in gender justice. 

First, I focus on early childhood teachers to study how NYCDOE’s policy is enacted in 

classroom practice because available data come mostly from higher levels of education, although 

heteronormative discourses are common organizers of curricular, pedagogical, and institutional 

practices in ECE and discrimination on the basis of gender and sexual orientation starts at very 

young ages. I was interested in contributing to filling this knowledge gap in ECE. 

Second, I recruited teachers and principals that were engaged in efforts toward gender 

justice in ECE, as indicated by their voluntary participation in some LGBTQ workshop/teacher 

training or expressed willingness to revise their institutional and pedagogical practices to make 

space for gender fluidity. To recruit them, I drew on my personal and professional networks. I 

attended the workshop series “Gender, Sexuality, and the Family in Early Childhood Education,” 

organized by the New York Early Childhood Professional Development Institute where I 

connected with potential participants. I leveraged my connections with different organizations 

doing LGBTQ work in DOE schools (e.g., History Unerased; Drag Story Hour) which connected 

me with different elementary schools and teachers. Lastly, I posted a recruitment brochure (see 

Appendix A) on the NYC School Pride private Facebook group that NYC school staff members 

use as a network to discuss LGBTQ topics in schools and share resources. 

Third, I purposively selected a sample that ensured sociodemographic variation across 

schools, with some of them located in gentrified, predominantly White, wealthier neighborhoods 
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and others located in areas characterized by more racial, economic, and linguistic diversity. As I 

previously explained, gender issues are closely entangled with those of class, race, and ethnicity. 

Hence, demographic variability across the schools enhanced my capacity of learning from my 

comparative approach. Table 2 overviews my participants’ backgrounds and their school 

contexts. 

The K–12 teacher workforce in NYC—although it has become more diverse in later 

years—is predominantly White. Of all K–12 teachers in DOE public schools, only 16% are 

Black, 16% Hispanic, 7% Asian, and less than 5% American Indian or other race/ethnicity 

(NYCDOE, 2023b). Concurringly, as shown in Table 2, the majority (i.e., 63% or 16 out of 22) 

of my participant teachers and school administrators were White, and mostly cis, straight 

women. Two were Black, two Latinx, one Multiracial, and one Asian. 

I originally proposed a sample of three kindergarten classrooms in three different schools 

where I would collect data using ethnographic methods. However, fieldwork took place within 

the context of the COVID-19 pandemic, impeding in-person research. Additionally, recruitment 

and data collection were all done virtually. Without the possibility to visit schools and build 

relationships with different members of the school community, connecting and recruiting 

multiple teachers within the same school was notably challenging. 

Regarding district policy stakeholders, I interviewed city council members, DOE 

policymakers in charge of writing the policy, and DOE officials overseeing and coordinating its 

implementation. As I will elaborate in Chapter 4, there are very few DOE actors directly related 

to the initiative. Therefore, to ensure confidentiality, I do not provide a detailed account of their 

backgrounds as I did for principals and teachers. For the same reason, I refer to all these actors 
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indistinctively as policy stakeholders. I should mention, though, that of the seven policy 

stakeholders, five were White and two Black. All of them were cisgender. 

Also, for the sake of confidentiality, I do not provide a detailed account of the PD 

providers’ organizational contexts. It is such a small network of organizations that have 

contributed to the policy, that to give any detail of their features will breach confidentiality. 

Importantly though, of the 12 interviewees, 11 were White. One identified as trans, three as 

queer. The only Black PD participant was straight. In the next chapter, I will elaborate on the 

problem of having overwhelmingly White and cis people at the forefront of a policy meant to 

support trans and queer students in a school system where more than 85% are students and 

families of color. 

Table 2 

Participants’ Background and School Contexts 

 Participant’s role and background School context 

Site 1 School administrator. She 

identifies as a White, cis, and 

straight woman. She has 15 

years of teaching experience and 

has been the school principal for 

the last 5 years. 

Pre-K–5 school located in a highly gentrified, 

White upper-class neighborhood. Through 

a NYC pilot program, the school has been 

doing a concerted effort to revert a once 

predominantly White and wealthy student 

body and foster socioeconomic/racial 

diversity. Currently, of all students, about 

16% are Black, 22% Hispanic, 40% White, 

16% Multiracial and 5% Asian, 1% 

American Indian. More than 30% are low-

income families. The school uses project-

based, student-centered pedagogy, where 

students drive specific lines of inquiry. 

School administrator. She 

identifies as a White, cis, 

straight woman. She has been 

the school parent coordinator for 

19 years. 

3rd grade teacher. She identifies 

as a White, cis, straight woman. 

She has been teaching 3rd grade 

for the last 5 years. 
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 Participant’s role and background School context 

3rd grade teacher. He identifies as 

a White, gay, cis man. In 

addition to teaching 3rd grade, he 

is the Gender and Sexuality 

Alliance (GSA) coordinator 

Pre-K teacher. She identifies as a 

cis, straight, and multiracial 

woman. Has 15 years of 

teaching experience, and for the 

last six she has been in the Pre-

K classroom. 

Site 2 School librarian. She identifies as 

a White, cis, and straight 

woman. She has been in the 

profession for 22 years. She 

teaches all grades. 

Pre-K–5, small school with 40% White 

students, the majority middle class. 

The school does a lot of project-based and 

emerging curriculum where students 

choose activities based on their own 

interests.  School administrator. He 

identifies as a White, cis, gay, 

man. He has been the school 

assistant principal for the last 

year. He was in the classroom 

for 11. He also facilitated a 

support group for trans and 

queer students. 

Kindergarten teacher. They 

identify as Black, non-binary. 

They have taught Pre-K and K 

for 11 years. 

Physical Education (PE) teacher. 

They identify as White, non-

binary. They work for 4 years 

teaching Kindergarten to 3rd 

grade, and this was their first 

year as a PE teacher. 
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 Participant’s role and background School context 

Site 3 1st grade special education 

teacher. She identifies as a 

White, cis, straight woman. She 

went into the teaching 

profession seven years ago. 

K–5 magnet school located in a gentrified 

area. A few new students are Latinx 

immigrants living in shelters, but most of 

the student body (~60%) is White and 

come from wealthy households. The PTA 

has a lot of power in the school and the 

school leadership is racially diverse. Kindergarten teacher. She 

identifies as White cis and 

straight woman. She has 20 

years of experience with 5 

years-olds  

Pre-K teacher. She identifies as a 

cis, bisexual, White woman. She 

has taught for 15 years in 

kindergarten classrooms. 

Site 4 Kindergarten teacher. He 

identifies as a White, cis gay 

man. He has 15 years of 

teaching experience in ECE and 

has been at his current school 

for the past five years. 

PK–5 school located in a gentrified 

neighborhood. In the last two decades, the 

school population has become 

predominantly White and middle-class. 

Given the school’s proximity to public 

housing, there is still some racial diversity 

in the student body: about half of students 

are White, 20% Black, 20% Hispanic, and 

10% other race/ethnicity. Of all students, 

30% qualify for free lunch. 

Kindergarten teacher. She 

identified as a White, cis, 

straight woman. She has taught 

for 15 years (mostly in 2nd 

grade). 

Site 5 School administrator. He 

identifies as a Latino, queer 

man. Former Spanish teacher, he 

has been the school principal for 

about 3 years. 

Pre-K–5 school located in a racially diverse 

NYC neighborhood. Almost half of the 

students are Hispanic, 30% White, and 

20% of other races. The school is just three 

percentage points below the cut off for 

Title I federal funds. 
Kindergarten teacher. She 

identifies as a Black, cis, 

straight woman. She has been 

teaching for eight years, always 

at the kindergarten level. 

Site 6 3rd grade teacher. She identifies as 

White, cis, and straight. She has 

taught at the school for 11 years. 

Pre-K–5 schools with special education 

services. The school used to have a large 

Black and Hispanic population. Given 
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 Participant’s role and background School context 

Pre-K teacher. She identifies as 

White, cis, and straight. She 

previously worked as a nurse 

and was a parent at the school. 

She has been in the classroom 

for eight years. 

neighborhood gentrification combined with 

some racist dynamics within the school 

leadership, Black families have left the 

school and now represent only 6% of all 

students. About 35% of students are White. 

About 40% Hispanic, most of whom 

qualified for free school lunch. 

Site 7 Music teacher. She identifies as a 

White, cis, and straight woman. 

She has been a full-time teacher 

in the school for the past four 

years. 

K–5, Title I school. The school is in a 

predominantly Black, low-income 

neighborhood. Accordingly, the majority of 

the students are Black, some Hispanics, and 

mostly low-income. 

Kindergarten teacher. She 

identifies as White and queer. 

She has been a kindergarten 

teacher at the school for 6 years. 

Site 8 Kindergarten teacher. She 

identifies as Latina, straight 

woman. She has seven years of 

teaching experience and three in 

the current school. As a Dual 

Language teacher, she teaches in 

Spanish and English. 

Pre-K–5 Dual Language, Title I school, 

racially and linguistically diverse. About 

65% of the student population is Hispanic, 

21% Asian, 10% White, and only 4% are 

Black, American Indian/Alaska Native, or 

multiracial. 

Pre-K teacher. He identifies as an 

Asian, cis, gay man. He 

immigrated to the U.S. seven 

years ago and has been teaching 

in Pre-K for the last 6 years. 

Note. Title I schools in which children from low-income families make up at least 40% of 

enrollment are eligible to use Title I, federal funds. 

Data Collection Instruments and Procedures 

Interviews 

Fieldwork took place throughout the 2021–2022 academic school year. I interviewed 

each participant once, using the Zoom virtual platform. Each interview with school-level actors 
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and PD providers lasted an average of 90 minutes, with a few extending to two hours. The 

duration of the interviews with policy stakeholders was slightly shorter, averaging one hour each. 

Interview protocols can be found in the Appendices. I prioritized the formulation of open-

ended questions and relied on the use of probes to let the interviews follow a “conversational 

mode,” prioritizing the respondent’s perspectives (Yin, 2016, p. 142). Semi-structured interviews 

“are more consistent with the CCS approach because they more fully attend to the processural 

[sic] nature of conversation and the social dimensions of knowledge production” (Bartlett & 

Vavrus, 2016, p. 55). With the interviewee’s consent, I audiotaped the interviews and transcribed 

them for analysis. 

To motivate the conversation with teachers, I planned to use vignettes from the 

NYCDOE’s policy documents. The use of vignettes is useful to explore values and beliefs, 

especially when researching sensitive and difficult topics (Hurtworth, 2012). However, after the 

first few interviews, I noticed they did not motivate any rich conversation or insights from my 

participants. Thus, I replaced the vignettes with a visual artifact; I shared and discussed the book 

We Are Little Feminists Families (Shrivastav, 2020), which portrays pictures of different 

families. The book We Are Little Feminists Families proved particularly fruitful to examine how 

teachers understand and enact gender justice in ECE. I share some of the findings in Chapter 5. 

Document Collection 

I relied on document collection (i.e., the compilation of diverse objects such as legal 

documents, archival records, and website information; Yin, 2016). I gathered gender-policy legal 

documents, press releases, and contemporaneous and historical media outlets that allowed me to 

understand the broader social and historical context of the current NYCDOE initiative. The 
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findings I present in Chapter 4 heavily rely on these sources, in combination with my interviews 

with district policy stakeholders. Table 3 overviews the documents I collected and analyzed. 
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Table 3 

Documents Collected 

Source type Source 

Media 

Archives 

Alyson, S. (1992, December 30). Fear of the rainbow. New York Times.  

Anonymous. (1992, September 27). Teaching about gays and tolerance. 

New York Times. 

Barbanel, J. (1993, June 30). Legacy of schools chancellor; Fernandez’s 

changes may not live on after his departure. 

Gannon, M. (2021, December 30). “I’ve fulfilled all of my promises”: 

Dromm. Councilman says 30 years of work will still continue after City 

Hall. Queens Chronicle. 

Hymowitz, K. S. (1993). The futile crusade. The rise and fall of Joe 

Fernandez. City Journal. 

Henneberger, M. (1992, September, 6). Supporters of AIDS pledge 

criticize other programs. New York Times. 

Honan, K. (2016, January 26). Ed Department’s first LGBTQ liaison aims 

to make schools safe for everyone. DNA Info. 

Karp, S. (1993). Trouble over the rainbow. Controversy engulfs NYC’s 

multicultural curriculum. Rethinking Schools. 

McMorrow, K. (2019, May 30). Daniel Dromm: From the classroom to the 

council chamber, he’s made waves. 1010 Wins. 

Myers, S. L. (1992, December 23). Ideas & trends; How a “rainbow 

curriculum” turned into fighting words. New York Times 

Parry, B. (2016, February 18). Department of Education adds first LGBT 

community liaison. QNS. 

Swaak, T. (2019). NYC’s first LGBTQ liaison reflects on progress—

including new policy that lets students change their names, genders—as 

he departs for Harvard. The74million 

Tanner, J., & Mercogliano, A. (2014; March 10). NYC Department of 

Education posts guidelines for transgender students. PIX New York. 

Viadero, D. (1990, August 1). New York’s “multicultural” plans draw fire 

from two sides. Education Week. 

Official 

NYCDOE’s 

Press 

releases and 

Policy 

records. 

NYCDOE. (2019a, June 28). Chancellor Carranza announces updated 

transgender and first-ever gender inclusion guidelines for New York City 

schools. 

NYCDOE. (2019c). Guidelines on gender 
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Source type Source 

NYCDOE. (2019d). Guidelines on gender inclusion. 

NYCDOE. (2019e). Guidelines to support transgender and gender 

expansive students. 

NYCDOE. (2019e). Guidelines to support transgender and gender 

expansive students. 

Others 

(Peer-

reviewed 

historical 

articles and 

online 

report/posts

) 

Cannon, B. (n.d.). First grade culture wars: The children of the rainbow 

curriculum controversy of 1992. LaGuardia & Wagner Archives 

Nelson, M. R. (2001). No pot of gold at the end of the rainbow. Journal of 

Curriculum and Supervision, 16(3), 206–227. 

Shpuntoff, R. (2017). Children of the rainbow. New York City, 1992. The 

battle over a pro-LGBT school curriculum that split a city in two. 

Nelson, M. R. (2001). Not pot of gold at the end of the rainbow. Journal of 

Curriculum and Supervision, 16(3), 206–227. 

Note. Complete details in References section.  

Methods of Data Management and Analysis 

For this project, I gathered a copious amount of data. I had more than 40 interview audio 

recordings and transcripts. I also collected numerous media outlets on which I drew to 

understand the NYCDOE’s historical context. Hence, I implemented methodical data 

management strategies. As Miles, et al. (2014) posited, “You can never be too obsessive about 

careful data management for complex, multicase [. . . ], multimethod projects that get chaotic in 

a hurry if they are not well planned” (p. 51). 

I registered all data collection activities in a master fieldwork log and ensured it was up to 

date. For easy retrieval, the log included links to the referred materials (e.g., audio recordings, 

transcripts, memos). In the main tab of this log, I registered data collection activities in 

chronological order. Through additional tabs, I registered data collection progress by 

participants’ role. 
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I used analytical memos, data matrixes, and coding as the three main strategies for data 

analysis. First, right after conducting each interview, I wrote analytic memos. I drafted brief 

narratives summarizing the content, main themes, and takeaways from the conversation, such as 

participants’ personal and professional background, perspectives on the NYCDOE’s policy, and 

gender practices in ECE. To enhance my analytical insights, in these memos, I included my 

initial hypothesis, reflections, insights, and lingering question that emerged in the interview 

(Miles et al., 2014). Later, when I analyzed the interview transcripts, I came back to the 

respective memos and added new insights and posed new questions. 

Second, I condensed interview data in a matrix. Given that I worked with a large amount 

of “dispersed” sources of data, a matrix afforded viewing “my data at a glance.” Arranging my 

data in a matrix supported my analytical insights, fostering my capacity to identify themes, 

common patterns, and compared different trends within and across participants. 

[Displaying] data in a systematic way has immense consequences for your 

understandings. It requires you to think about your research questions and what portions 

of your data are needed to answer them; it requires you to make full analysis, ignoring 

not relevant information; and it focuses and organizes your information coherently. 

(Miles et al., 2014, p. 108) 

Table 4 shows an excerpt of my matrix. I assigned one row to each data 

source/participant to display main themes and lines of inquiry in the columns and filled each cell 

with a brief description of the corresponding findings. 

  



 79 

 

 

 

G
en

d
er

-j
u
st

ic
e 

p
ra

ct
ic

es
 

B
ro

u
g
h
t 

P
D

 f
o
r 

te
ac

h
er

s 
o
n
 L

G
B

T
Q

 i
ss

u
es

 

an
d

 s
ai

d
 i

t 
w

as
 e

y
e 

o
p

en
in

g
 f

o
r 

m
an

y
 

te
ac

h
er

s.
 

T
ea

ch
er

s 
u

se
 i

n
cl

u
si

v
e 

la
n

g
u

ag
e 

an
d

 d
o

 n
o

t 

sp
li

t 
th

e 
g
ro

u
p
s 

b
y
 g

en
d
er

. 
In

 K
 t

h
ey

 

in
cl

u
d
e 

d
iv

er
se

 f
am

il
y

’
s 

b
o
o
k
s.

 

L
G

B
T

Q
 s

ig
n

ag
e/

 p
o

st
er

s 
th

e 
D

O
E

 s
en

d
s.

 

H
e 

ex
p

la
in

ed
 n

o
t 

al
l 

sc
h

o
o

ls
 d

o
 t

h
is

 e
v

en
 

th
o
u
g
h
 i

t 
is

 m
an

d
at

ed
 b

ec
au

se
 o

f 
fe

ar
 o

f 

p
ar

en
ts

. 

T
h

ey
 h

av
e 

a 
G

S
A

. 

T
h

e 
sc

h
o

o
l 

le
ad

er
sh

ip
 p

re
v

en
ts

 s
o

m
e 

ac
ti

v
it

ie
s 

(D
S

H
/ 

m
ak

in
g

 a
ll

 b
at

h
ro

o
m

 g
en

d
er

 

n
eu

tr
al

) 
b
ec

au
se

 o
f 

"p
ar

en
ts

.”
 

S
ig

n
ag

e:
 R

ai
n
b
o

w
 f

la
g
s 

o
n
 b

at
h
ro

o
m

s 
d
o
o
rs

 

G
o

t 
ri

d
 o

f 
g

ir
l/

b
o

y
 l

in
es

. 

S
in

g
le

 s
ta

ll
-g

en
d
er

 n
eu

tr
al

 b
at

h
ro

o
m

 

R
ep

re
se

n
ta

ti
o
n
: 

S
h
o

w
s 

p
ic

tu
re

s 
to

 c
h
al

le
n
g
e 

k
id

s’
 m

as
cu

li
n
e/

fe
m

in
in

e 
st

er
eo

ty
p
ed

 

cl
ai

m
s.

 

“
D

if
fe

re
n
t 

k
in

d
s 

o
f 

fa
m

il
ie

s”
: 

W
e'

re
 

ki
n

d
er

g
a

rt
en

, 
so

 t
o
 b

e 
re

a
l 

w
it

h
 y

o
u
 a

 l
o
t 

o
f 

o
u
r 

st
u
ff

 i
s 

a
b
o
u
t 

d
if

fe
re

n
t 

ki
n
d
s 

o
f 

fa
m

il
ie

s.
 W

e 
d

o
 n

o
t 

g
o

 d
ee

p
 a

b
o

u
t 

cu
rr

ic
u

lu
m

 i
n

 t
er

m
s 

o
f 

li
ke

 w
h

a
t 

w
e'

re
 

te
a
ch

in
g

. 
[N

o
 s

o
ci

al
 j

u
st

ic
e 

co
n

te
n

t]
 

P
er

sp
ec

ti
v
es

 o
n
 D

O
E

 p
o
li

cy
 

H
e 

th
in

k
s 

it
's

 g
o
o
d
 t

o
 h

av
e 

p
o
li

ci
es

 a
n
d
 

re
so

u
rc

es
, 

b
u

t 
h

e 
al

so
 t

h
in

k
s 

th
at

 i
f 

th
ey

 a
re

 n
o
t 

al
ig

n
ed

 w
it

h
 t

h
e 

sc
h
o

o
l 

cu
lt

u
re

, 
w

h
at

 t
h

e 
D

O
E

 o
ff

er
s 

is
 l

ik
el

y
 

to
 a

) 
g
o
 u

n
n

o
ti

ce
d
 b

y
 t

h
e 

sc
h
o

o
l/

p
ri

n
ci

p
al

 o
r 

b
) 

d
ri

v
e 

a 
lo

t 
o
f 

fe
ar

s 
am

o
n

g
 t

h
e 

te
ac

h
er

s.
 

H
as

 n
o

t 
re

ad
 t

h
e 

p
o

li
cy

: 

I 
d

o
 n

o
t 

th
in

k 
th

a
t 

th
e 

B
o

a
rd

 o
f 

E
d

u
ca

ti
o

n
 

se
es

 i
t 

a
s 

re
a
ll

y 
im

p
o
rt

a
n
t.

 A
 l

o
t 

o
f 

th
in

g
s 

o
u
t 

th
er

e 
th

e 
D

O
E

 .
 .

 .
 t

h
ey

 d
o

 

n
o
th

in
g
 t

o
 s

ee
 w

h
a
t 

if
, 
yo

u
 k

n
o

w
, 
a
 

fo
ll

o
w

 u
p
 i

n
 a

n
y 

w
a

y.
 

P
ar

ti
ci

p
an

t/
sc

h
o
o
l 

b
ac

k
g
ro

u
n
d

 

H
e 

h
as

 b
ee

n
 t

h
e 

p
ri

n
ci

p
al

 o
f 

th
e 

sc
h

o
o

l 
a 

fe
w

 y
ea

rs
. 

H
e 

id
en

ti
fi

es
 a

s 
g
ay

 a
n

d
 

L
at

in
o

. 
T

h
e 

sc
h

o
o

l 
is

 r
ac

ia
ll

y
 

d
iv

er
se

 a
n
d
 5

7
%

 l
o
w

 i
n
co

m
e.

 

T
h

ey
 h

av
e 

a 
cl

ea
r 

m
is

si
o

n
 o

f 
p

re
p

ar
in

g
 

th
ei

r 
st

u
d
en

ts
 t

o
 b

e 
cr

it
ic

al
 t

h
in

k
er

s 

an
d

 p
ro

b
le

m
 s

o
lv

er
s:

 d
o

 t
h

in
g

s 

w
h

en
 t

h
ey

 s
ee

 i
n

ju
st

ic
e.

 

T
h

e 
p

ri
n

ci
p

al
 h

as
 e

n
g

ag
ed

 s
ch

o
o

l 
st

af
f 

in
 

th
in

k
in

g
 t

h
ro

u
g
h

 t
h
ei

r 
g
o
al

s 
an

d
 

v
al

u
es

. 
H

e 
st

re
ss

ed
 t

h
e 

n
ee

d
 f

o
r 

in
te

n
ti

o
n
al

 w
o

rk
/r

eg
u
la

r 

en
g

ag
em

en
t 

an
d

 c
o

n
v
er

sa
ti

o
n

s 

al
o

n
g

 t
im

e.
 

T
h

e 
p

ri
n

ci
p

al
 i

s 
cl

o
se

 t
o
 t

h
e 

p
ar

en
ts

, 
th

ey
 

h
av

e 
th

ei
r 

p
h
o
n
es

. 
H

e 
is

 a
lw

ay
s 

av
ai

la
b

le
 t

o
 a

d
d

re
ss

 t
h

ei
r 

co
n

ce
rn

s.
 

 F
if

th
 y

ea
r 

as
 a

 K
 t

ea
ch

er
. 

W
h

it
e,

 c
is

, 

st
ra

ig
h
t 

w
o
m

an
. 

T
h

e 
sc

h
o

o
l 

h
as

 b
ee

n
 g

en
tr

if
y

in
g

 a
n

d
 s

h
e 

sa
id

 t
h
at

 p
ar

en
ts

 w
h
o
 d

o
 n

o
t 

w
an

t 

k
id

s 
to

 l
ea

rn
 a

b
o
u
t 

L
G

B
T

Q
 a

re
 n

o
w

 

"t
h
e 

m
in

o
ri

ty
.”

 A
 g

ro
u
p
 o

f 

M
u
sl

im
 p

ar
en

ts
 “

w
h
o
 a

re
n

't 
in

to
 

it
.”

 

S
h
e 

is
 4

7
 s

o
 n

o
t 

af
ra

id
 a

n
y
m

o
re

 a
b
o
u
t 

p
ar

en
ts

, 
b
u
t 

m
an

y
 c

o
ll

ea
g
u
es

 a
re

 

b
ec

au
se

 t
h
ey

 c
an

 b
e 

v
er

y
 r

u
d
e,

 s
en

d
 

y
o
u
 l

o
n
g
, 
co

m
b
at

iv
e 

em
ai

ls
. 

ID
 

P
1

 

T
1

4
 

 

E
xc

er
p
t 

o
f 

D
a
ta

 M
a
tr

ix
 

T
a
b

le
 4

 



 80 

Lastly, I use coding as the third and main strategy to analyze interview data. Simply 

defined, “a code in qualitative inquiry is most often a word or short phrase that symbolically 

assigns a summative, salient, essence-capturing, and/or evocative attribute for a portion of 

language-based or visual data” (Saldaña, 2009, p. 3). 

I initially approached the analysis “naively,” generating codes from the content of my 

transcripts (Marshall & Rossman, 2016; Miles et al., 2014). In other words, to prioritize policy 

stakeholders’ and teachers’ perspectives, I started creating codes inductively from pieces of my 

data. I used In Vivo coding, that is, “words or short phrases from the participant’s own language 

in the data record as codes” (Miles et al., 2014, p. 74). As I conducted subsequent cycles of 

coding, I progressively refined my codes and moved toward a more analytical and abstract level, 

collapsing my initial codes into larger categories, searching for patterns, common themes, and 

relationships among them (Luker, 2008; Saldaña, 2009; Skjott Linneberg & Korsgaard, 2019). 

For example, multiple In Vivo codes referred to the challenges parents entail for gender-

justice work in ECE. Examples in this regard were, Is all the pushback from adults that provides 

the most difficulty; How will the parents respond to this? I have parents in the classroom who 

never accept this. Additionally, I noticed recurrent codes suggesting that children entail fewer 

challenges for teachers. For example, Preschoolers are less judgy; Kids are much more open to 

possibility; With kids, there are fewer obstacles; There’s just less unlearning that has to be done. 

I identified this pattern where participants described adults in overall negative ways and in 

opposition to children. Hence, in subsequent rounds of coding, I grouped all these codes within a 

larger one named Child/Adult binary that combined all excerpts where parents and adults were 

described in sharp contrast to kids and vice-versa. Table 5 displays my final coding scheme. 
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Table 5 

Coding Scheme 

Code Description 

Participants background Participant’s personal and professional identity. 

School background School structure and culture, such as location, population of 

students, pedagogical philosophy, etc. 

NYCDOE’s gender policy Policy formation and appropriation processes not captured by 

the child codes. 

(Reactive) school 

appropriation 

How the guidelines are filtered down to schools, including 

challenges and evidence of school actors not knowing the 

policy guidelines and available resources. Includes excerpts 

indicating that enforcement of the guidelines is a reaction to 

“escalations” at schools or requests from queer 

students/families. 

Intersectionality and 

policy whitewashing 

Intersections of race, class, and gender in the policy processes. 

It includes data regarding the racial and class dynamics 

underlying parents’ resistance and the silencing of people of 

color perspectives. 

Collision of larger 

forces 

References to the DOE/LGBTQ Liaison goals and logic of 

actions in (mis)alignment with broader systems, such as 

DOE leadership, the City Council, and larger sociocultural 

context. 

Gender-Justice Practices All curricular, pedagogical, and institutional practices that 

educators implement (and are not captured by any child 

code). 

Diversified 

representation 

Pedagogical strategies to diversify visible gender and sexual 

identities in the classroom (e.g., books that represent all 

kinds of identities and family structures). 

Decreased binaries: 

language and class 

management 

Strategies teachers used to avoid the binary that assumes there 

are only boys and girls. Includes, among others, use of 

language, classroom management strategies, use of 

materials (e.g., dolls and cars, pink and blue). 

“Gender blind” 

approach  

Excerpts in which teachers claim they “don’t see gender”; that 

they don’t discriminate by gender but treat all their students 

equally. Refusal to acknowledge gender as a relevant 
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Code Description 

regulatory tool in children’s school life (Might be double-

coded). 

Child/Adult binary Descriptions of parents/adults’ nature in sharp contrast to 

children. 

(Racialized) 

Childhood Innocence 

Excerpts that indicate assumptions of children as being pure, 

kind, happy, asexual, curious, “sponges,” yet ignorant and 

powerless beings with no possibility of wrong intent. 

Includes ways in which innocence is exclusive, protects 

White children and whiteness. 

Children’s 

resistances 

Situations that contradict assumptions of innocence and 

instead denote that children know about gender norms and 

actively used and resist them. 

Children’s sexuality Excerpts that indicate that children are not asexual and 

ignorant but have sexual knowledge and desire. 

Adult’s resistances Parents’ and other adults’ fear, concerns, and pushback around 

gender in ECE.  

 

Ethical Considerations and Researcher Positionality 

Certainly, research has constituted one of the varied contexts in which trans people have 

experienced discrimination and violence, with researchers abusing their power and violating 

ethical research standards (Levy, 2013; Martin & Meezan, 2003). Trans and queer research 

participants have been subjected to exploitation, and many studies have resulted in physical and 

psychological trauma (Martin & Meezan, 2003). Research has damaged LGBTQ communities 

beyond their particular research participants because of the ways researchers have framed the 

problems under study and their research questions as well as how they have disseminated their 

results (Levy, 2013; Lombardi, 2018; Martin & Meezan, 2003). In general, LGBTQ issues have 

been conceptualized as “deviance,” they have fostered pathologizing narratives and societal 

stigma, and their results have been used as a rationale for oppressive public policies (Martin & 
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Meezan, 2003). Even nowadays, “the dominant research narrative about LGBTQ young people . 

. . focuses on psychological damage and despair, bullying, suicide, homelessness, and safe sex” 

(Torre et al., 2018, p. 169). Moreover, constructions of children and gender normalcy in America 

have always been racialized (Bernstein, 2011; Keenan, 2022). As historian Gill-Peterson (2018) 

showed, White and Black trans children seeking medical support have historically received quite 

dissimilar treatment. 

In this context, I use queer theoretical perspectives and put into question binaries and 

constructions of normal/abnormal. I explore ECE gender policies and practices, departing from 

“deviance” and victimization narratives. As the reader will notice in my findings write-up, I 

constantly disentangle racial and gender intersection. 

Moreover, as Keenan (2022) explains, 

Trans life is commonly characterized by the constant burden of explanation: exhausting 

interactions with clinicians in order to access competent medical care, navigating 

complex and bureaucratic legal systems, and describing the basic conditions of transness 

to family, friends, colleagues, and—yes—researchers. In order to avoid recreating the 

same struggles they may seek to eliminate, it is crucial that researchers seeking to support 

trans communities do so with care and caution. (p. 308) 

Accounts of queer children that have participated in research studies—even when researchers 

were conducting “queer research” and not using pathologizing approaches—point out that the 

fact that their gender and sexual experiences were a matter of research interest made them feel 

wrong, that “there was something strange or different about their identity, their way of being in 

the world” (Meadow, 2018, p. 236). In this vein, to move away from this “otherness effect” (i.e., 

other than the norm; Kumashiro, 2002), my unit of analysis is the gender policy and its 

relationship with ECE practices, not trans students themselves. As a cis, White, feminine woman, 

and former ECE teacher, my research will never have the goal of explaining the trans experience 

but will more properly ask what White and cis people like me can do to interrupt harm and create 
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ECE spaces where fluid practice can flourish. From the outset, I have shared this positionality 

with my research participants. I have told them I am cis and straight and shared my past as a 

preschool teacher to explain to them why I care about these issues. 

Finally, as I posited in the preface, I am a former ECE teacher who feels remorse for 

having enacted gender discourses and practices that were oppressive for my preschoolers. 

Though apologetic, I can also assure that as a teacher I have always done my best. In a less 

restrictive context than the one I described, and had I been aware of the error of my actions, I 

wouldn’t have proceeded as I had. As I conducted this study, I assumed the same from my 

research participants. The teacher and principals in my study were doing what they believed was 

best. Rather than placing responsibility for gender violence on the specific individuals that 

participated in my study, I use the NYCDOE’s gender policy enactment as a case that informs 

more broadly of the larger structures and systems of privilege and oppression in place. 

Limitations of the Study 

First, as I already mentioned, I was only able to connect with potential participants 

virtually. My original study design included ethnographic work within schools. Spending time 

with the school community, building relationships with school staff and students, observing daily 

interactions and institutional practices was necessary to learn the school culture and collect 

thorough data on the context in which teachers work. During the interviews, I purposedly asked 

about the school’s background, pedagogical philosophy, and general climate. However, in 

comparison to in-person extensive data collection, I found this strategy, limited to deeply capture 

how the particular contexts in which teachers are working, shaped their gendered practices. 

Second, and more importantly, I conducted this study with the primary goal of 

understanding how the NYCDOE’s gender policy was being taken up in ECE practice. To that 
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end, I interviewed ECE educators and multiple actors related to policy formation and 

appropriation. I interviewed those in charge of writing the policy and overseeing it as well as 

organizations providing training to teachers. However, I did not include the voices of students 

and their families. This is a significant limitation that became evident as I engaged in data 

analysis and findings write-up. While I originally proposed a study that would capture the voices 

of the children through classroom observations, the COVID-19 pandemic halted my plan. 

Nevertheless, regardless of the pandemic context, I could have considered conducting interviews 

with parents. 

Because of said methodological limitations, I captured the perspectives of 

overwhelmingly White cis people. I interviewed policy stakeholders and some of the 

organizations that contributed to the policy write-up. I learned that all these actors are cisgender, 

middle-class, and most are White. In Chapter 4, I elaborate on how and why this constitutes a 

major policy problem. Surely, having included in my study the voices of those the DOE left out 

(as I also did), my insights on the unintended consequences of the policy would have been 

substantially more thorough and deeper. I could have reached out to trans, grassroots advocacy 

organizations, who although were not formally connected to the DOE and policy under study, 

their input would have enriched my analysis of the policy.  

Moreover, I used queer theoretical lenses and elaborated on queer studies in depth—

especially queer studies in ECE. However, while I reviewed some trans studies as they overlap 

with queer literature, I did not engage with transgender studies in depth, accounting for their 

specific contributions that relate to, but are beyond queer studies. I did not review I trans 

feminine perspectives, such as the work of Julia Serrano and Andrea Long Ju, among others. I 

recognize this as a major challenge in my study, and it was pointed out to me during my 
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dissertation defense. My study builds on an emergent body of research that brings trans 

knowledge to education, but as Keenan (2022) points out,  

there has been somewhat less engagement with the literature produced in the larger field 

of trans studies as a conceptual lens or methodological guide in examining the historical, 

political, and/or epistemological underpinnings of how gender has been (re)produced as a 

dominant, stable, and binary category within U.S. K–12 schools. (p. 310) 

 

This will inform the future directions of my scholarship. I will study in depth trans studies in 

education and other academic fields.  

Lastly, my study focused on a policy that aims to support trans and queer students. 

Accordingly, I have focused my analysis on the ways the gender policy in practice responds to 

the needs of young kids. Though scholars point out that trans and queer school staff have less 

support than trans and queer students, the issue is largely overlooked in policy and research 

(Suárez et al., 2022). Indeed, NYCDOE has no guidelines or resources in place to support trans 

teachers. In Chapter 5, I disentangle the limitations of thinking about adults and children in 

binary and opposed ways. Yet, I did not consider the realities of trans and queer in tandem with 

those of school workers. Like my omission of the perspectives of grassroots trans advocacy 

groups, this limitation will also inform my future scholarship. 
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Chapter 4: A Rainbow in the Shades: Unpacking the Social, Political, and Historical Forces 

that Shaped NYCDOE’s Policy Processes 

The NYCDOE adopted the first Trans-Inclusive Student Guidelines in 2014. Since then, 

it has updated the guidelines twice and released additional policy guidance—all grouped under 

the headline Guidelines on Gender. In addition, the DOE put in place other support measures for 

schools, such as curricular materials and professional development (PD) opportunities. However, 

as I will detail, schools are largely unaware of the policy, and the NYCDOE has not invested the 

necessary resources to provide the necessary support to all schools. 

Why did the DOE create LGTBQ Liaison, yet leave the initiative severely understaffed 

and under-resourced, without efficient mechanisms to support all schools? To answer this 

question, I locate the gender policy within a larger historical, social, and material context. As I 

explained in Chapter 2, to “explore the complex assemblages of power that come to bear on 

policy formation and appropriation,” (Bartlett & Vavrus, 2014, p. 131) policy-as-practice studies 

strive to situate the analysis of policy uptake within macro social, political and material forces 

(Kendall, 2012; Levinson & Sutton, 2001). Hence, drawing on my vertical and transversal axis 

of analysis I investigate how the NYC gender policy “travelled” through different levels of 

policy (e.g., from the City Council to the DOE, from the DOE to schools, from schools and 

families back to the DOE, etc.) and track down the historical and recent sociopolitical 

circumstances that shaped the NYCDOE’s gender policy (Bartlett & Vavrus, 2014). 

Primary data sources for this chapter include interviews with PD providers (n=12) and 

actors at the higher levels of the policy, such as DOE policymakers, DOE 

administrators/officials, and City Council members (n=7). To ensure confidentiality, I 

indistinctly refer to all of them as policy stakeholders. I also rely on archival records, such as 
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newspaper articles and policy documents that helped me reconstruct the history of the 

NYCDOE’s gender policy efforts. 

First, I elaborate on the salient finding that school actors have scant knowledge about the 

policy texts and available resources. Second, I show how, externally mandated by the City 

Council, the DOE authorities have not appropriated the policy as a priority. Within a context 

marked by conservative backlash, the NYCDOE avoids disseminating the policy and providing 

the necessary support to all schools. I go back in time and put the current initiative in a historical 

context. Linking past and present, I make sense of the current policy limitations by locating it 

within a larger context of traditional, top-down policymaking procedures and a historical legacy 

of racial tensions affecting LGBTQ issues and the NYC school system. 

Before moving forward, one important clarification: Throughout the following pages, I 

unpack the negotiations of power among key actors that contoured the NYCDOE’s gender policy 

processes. Yet, my critique is not of the specific individuals involved. I believe what happened at 

the NYCDOE could and does happen elsewhere, regardless of the particular orchestrators. My 

judgment is not directed at the policy actors nor their intentions but to the structures and systems 

that they, being part of, contributed to sustain and reproduce. In other words, the NYCDOE is a 

policy case, a case that demonstrates that policy is always political; it shows how in the policy 

processes some voices and perspectives are elevated while others are erased. 

Studying this case helps us understand the importance of attending to the larger contexts 

in which policy is enacted. While I unpack the incongruities and issues in NYC, this example 

highlights the issues that many states currently confront in the local and national arena. In the 

last few years, hundreds of bills denying trans people rights have been introduced all over the 

country. Some states have approved them into law: Tennessee, Oklahoma, and Alabama, for 
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instance, have banned trans students from using school restrooms and locker rooms according to 

their gender identity. At the same time, many more states have laws prohibiting discrimination at 

school based on gender, and many districts like NYC have explicit guidance for how schools 

should address the needs of trans students (ACLU, 2023; Movement Advancement Project, 

2023c). This is all to say, I unpack the case of NYC as a systemic example that has implications 

for research, policy, and practice in the larger U.S. context. 

“Wow, I Didn’t Know That These Existed”: On School’s Unawareness of the Policy 

Seemingly, most NYC public schools had little to no knowledge of the NYCDOE’s 

Guidelines on Gender. My goal was to explore teachers’ understanding and enactment of the 

policy, and I worked with a purposive sample of schools interested in and committed to creating 

educational spaces welcoming gender differences. Thus, I expected my participants would have a 

good grasp of the DOE guidance and resources available. Yet, most of the principals and 

teachers I talked with have never read the Guidelines. 

For example, one school principal told me she learned about them a few years ago when 

her school had two young students transitioning, but she was unaware that they had been 

updated. In her words, 

So, it’s probably like three or four years after we [changed our bathroom policy] as a 

community, this city-wide gender inclusivity public policy was published. So, I knew that 

they existed for sure. But I’m learning from you that they’ve been updated. 

Similarly, one kindergarten teacher candidly shared, “I’ve never read them. And I almost thought 

about like Googling them before we met. But I didn’t.” And another kindergarten teacher 

expressed, “I believe there is a policy that there needs to be at least one gender-neutral bathroom, 

but I could get it wrong. I feel like that’s what I’ve heard.” 
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Like this last teacher who presumed but could not confirm if the DOE requires schools to 

have a gender-neutral bathroom, when I asked one pre-K teacher about her knowledge of the 

DOE policy, she replied, 

The only thing I know is that there are signs all over the building, you know, either Board 

of Ed signs or, you know, LGBTQ student resources and things like that. There’s just 

like, there’s signage. I don’t know. I know we have the [gender-neutral] bathroom now. 

And that’s about all I know. 

As all these teachers told me, they had never read the policy texts and were uncertain about what 

the DOE mandates. I asked one kindergarten teacher what she would change to support trans and 

queer students. She replied, “I wish that there was a way to change for those children who are 

either transgender or non-binary like on their official records.” In fact, the DOE has, since 2019, 

a procedure to change a student’s name and gender in their permanent records, without requiring 

any legal proof. I shared this information with her to which she responded with surprise, “Oh, 

that’s good to know!” In a similar trend, a PD provider explained, 

One of the biggest questions I get asked is about names. So “I have a student who’s going 

by a new name, is there any way that we can change that in permanent records and non-

permanent records?” I get a lot of a lot of those questions . . . Most of the time I answer 

the question and then I direct them to the guidelines. I send them a link. And they say, 

“Wow, I didn’t know that these existed” or “Oh, my goodness, this is so helpful, I’m 

going to look these over.”  

As this PD provider described, school staff reached out to him with specific questions about 

responding to the needs of trans students (e.g., changing their names in school records). The 

NYCDOE’s Guidelines on Gender have relatively clear and straightforward answers to many of 

their questions. However, principals’ and teachers’ reactions indicate they had no knowledge of 

these guidelines (“Wow, I didn’t know that these existed;” “Oh, my goodness, this is so helpful, 

I’m going to look these over”). In short, most of my school-level participants had never read the 

Guidelines on Gender, while others did not even know about their existence. 
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As I elaborate later, DOE administrators and lawyers wrote the guidelines in partnership 

with well-resourced, mainstream LGBTQ organizations. They followed a traditional, top-down 

approach to policymaking actors (Ball, 2016; Douglass Horsford et al., 2019), where higher level 

actors independently conceived the policy, neglecting the perspectives of trans grassroots 

activism and schools. Against this background, where the policy was developed somewhat 

unilaterally at higher policy levels, it is worth exploring the two mechanisms that the DOE put in 

place to later disseminate the Guidelines: email and PD. 

The first official channel is the DOE official email, which is the only system-wide avenue 

through which the DOE filters the policy down to schools. The DOE emails principals weekly 

newsletters, including a link to the guidelines. As the policy states, “Principals are responsible 

for ensuring that school staff, students, and families are familiar with these guidelines” 

(NYCDOE, 2019e, section 13). Nonetheless, all actors I talked to at the macro-policy level, from 

DOE policymakers and officials, City Council members, and PD providers, to teachers on the 

ground, recognized the ineffectiveness of this mode of communication. For example, one policy 

stakeholder reflected, 

We do require principals to read the full set of guidelines and teach it to their schools. 

Realistically, that’s not happening. Principals have an immense amount of work to do and 

cannot . . . there’s no way. I mean, they get a weekly newsletter with 40 items in it that 

they’re supposed to read every week. There’s no way that every single principal is 

realistically going through those both sets of guidelines in detail. 

As the policy stakeholder above recognized, the guidelines get lost in an overwhelming amount 

of information principals receive from DOE, along with their busy schedules. Concurringly, 

another policy stakeholder also pointed out principals’ knowledge about the policy: “It’s not 

universal in the public school system. Many principals remain unaware of it . . . It’s still not 

system wide. They don’t know.” Similarly, a kindergarten teacher candidly mentioned, “I mean, 

did I get an email about [the policy]? Maybe, because I don’t check my DOE email.” 
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While email is not an effective channel to disseminate the guidelines, the second form in 

which schools learn about the policy is through PD. The DOE has partnered with several 

organizations that provide school staff with training. PD providers include a brief review of the 

guidelines in their workshops. Notwithstanding, attendance to these workshops is voluntary and 

DOE’s dissemination of these PD opportunities to schools is incredibly insufficient. In the words 

of one PD provider, 

But as far as getting that information to the ground, to teachers, I think across the board 

there’s a missing link there. So that’s just something I wanted to share with you. That’s, I 

think a significant . . . as far as educators they’re not sure the PD is offered. I think that’s 

a big piece . . . they don’t know about the PD. Well, first of all, they don’t know that 

policy even exists in some cases. 

While PD offerings are free of cost for NYC public schools, even potentially interested educators 

do not take full advantage of these resources because they do not know these opportunities are 

available. The DOE posts about these resources on its website and in the weekly newsletters 

emailed to principals. Yet, in an already full day with many administrative, assessment, and 

student-related demands and queries, it is easy to see how principals and teachers overlook, 

dismiss, or simply ignore PD “opportunities.” In fact, I found schools not knowing about these 

resources and paying out of their budget for PDs they could have accessed freely. PD sessions 

were frequently canceled or postponed because of low enrollment. I registered for some of the 

online workshops where there were no more than five other teachers. Once, I was the only 

attendee. In this regard, another PD provider shared, 

We had scheduled training in the past month and what I found was that the DOE doesn’t 

really have a streamlined way to advertise their trainings . . . So, I thought it would just 

be like, “Oh, here is a training,” that they would have a list of all the Pre-K, K, and 

maybe 1st, 2nd, 3rd grade teachers, and then it was like “we do not have an email list.” So, 

training was postponed from April to May, and we are finding that it is difficult to fill 

them. If the training isn’t filled, it is hard to justify continuing. 
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The organization for which this PD provider works, received funding from the DOE to develop a 

workshop specifically targeted at ECE teachers. As the PD provider shared, after developing the 

training they expected the DOE would take care of communicating the new opportunity to ECE 

teachers. However, the DOE “LGBTQ division” did not disseminate the new PD available. As 

the DOE told them, “We do not have an email list [of teachers].” No one enrolled in their first 

planned workshop, thus they had to postpone it for a month. As the PD provider explained, they 

were still struggling to achieve reasonable teacher attendance rates, so they feared for the 

sustainability of their work (“We are finding that it is difficult to fill them. If the training isn’t 

filled, it is hard to justify continuing”). In short, given the way it is currently organized—being 

voluntary and barely promoted—PD, like email, is an ineffective channel to disseminate the 

Guidelines on Gender across schools. 

Relatedly, I found the DOE did not invest the necessary material and human resources to 

make dissemination and training of all schools possible. The “LGBTQ division” at the NYCDOE 

is severely understaffed. From its origins, only one person coordinates and oversees all the 

work—from leading the write-up of the guidelines to coordinating with PD providers to 

responding to complaints, questions, and requests from schools and families. One single person 

has the responsibility of supporting the largest school district in the U.S., coordinate LGBTQ 

programming in 1800 schools, and respond to email and calls from a school system with more 

than a million students. In one policy stakeholder’s words, 

It’s one person, it’s 1800 schools, it’s a million students . . . It’s crazy, after they 

promised a team of people. And, like one person for the full DOE when it’s like, there 

should be at least one person for every district, you know, at least or if not every four 

schools, whatever. The whole thing’s a bureaucratic nightmare that’s underfunded. 
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This situation, where the responsibility for supporting schools relies on just one person has led to 

a high turnover rate within the LGBTQ liaison position, with three rotations over seven years. As 

one policymaker describes,  

The person who took the position . . . had a lot of things that they were doing, but 

because they were doing so much, none of it was getting done to the way that they should 

be getting done. I think the intentions were good, but the execution was horrible. There 

was no way one person can manage 20 programs, they would be doing trainings back-to-

back on two different computer screens. Like, run over here, and then running over here, 

and, this is crazy . . . Each person has left asking for more staff, they left asking for more 

people. They’ve asked for more people since day one. 

Fair to mention, at the time of this writing, the DOE has hired an additional person. Yet, it took 

more than a year to do so, and while two people are better than one, it is still an unreasonable 

lack of human capacity to work with the 1800 schools across the five NYC boroughs. As another 

policy stakeholder put it, “They just hired [an assistant] about three months ago. That’ll be a little 

bit of a help to that person. But yes, more, much, much, much, much more work needs to be 

done.” 

In sum, the initiative is severely understaffed, lacking the necessary human resources 

necessary to effectively support all schools. The DOE mechanisms to disseminate the Guidelines 

on Gender—i.e., virtual newsletters and voluntary PD—are very limited. In this context, I found 

schools had scant knowledge of the policy. Teachers did not read the policy texts (“I have never 

read them;” “That’s what I heard;” “Maybe I got an email about it;” “Wow, I didn’t know that 

these existed”) and were missing important PD opportunities. 

“Doing The Most, While Rocking the Boat the Least”: DOE’s Fear of Pushback 

NYCDOE’s gender policy “flies under the radar” in public schools. While some of this 

(as the previous section claims) is clearly due to poor circulation and visibility in 

communication, this section speculates that policies remain inconspicuous out of fear and 
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uncertainty. Perhaps, the less people are aware, the less controversy the DOE and schools will 

have to deal with. 

Arguably, fear of pushback undergirds DOE’s half-hearted commitment to the policy and 

its reluctance to disseminate it across the whole school system. As one PD provider reflected,  

Occasionally I say [to teachers], you know, “Am I the first person who’s told you about 

this [policy]?” Oftentimes the answer is “yes.” And I think part of it is that it is inherently 

something that is controversial in many communities. And I think the DOE wants to do 

the most while rocking the boat the least. They want to . . . they don’t want to cause 

issues. And so instead of making sure everybody knows exactly what this is, making sure 

everybody is compliant with them, they just say these exist, if something comes up for 

you, these will help you and if you have you know, a trans student, you actually do have 

to follow some guidelines…And that is upsetting to me . . . I really think that the 

Department of Ed is avoidant a little bit because they don’t want to deal with the 

pushback. 

As the PD provider suggested, the DOE does not want to “cause issues.” By keeping the policy 

in the shades instead of properly communicating the Guidelines to all schools, the DOE 

minimizes potential conflict. 

As I previously explained, one of the ways the DOE disseminates the guidelines is 

through PD. Yet, attendance to these trainings is voluntary, the DOE does not promote them 

effectively, and teacher enrollment is notably low. In this regard, a policy stakeholder shared that 

the DOE authorities were reluctant to make the PD mandatory because they wanted to avoid 

controversy in certain communities. 

I feel like folks are kind of wary of making [training] mandatory, especially for schools, 

that might still be like, maybe in a conservative area, and, you know, aren’t really that 

proactive. They don’t want to deal with the consequences. 

Another policy stakeholder mentioned that DOE authorities did not want to enforce the policy 

and that mandatory PD would require an external federal regulation. In their words,  

We could not get the training internally approved to be mandatory. I do not know really 

why. Well . . . I think the possibility [of disseminating the Guidelines] will have to do 

with when a new federal law happens. So, for example, Title IX requires certain training 

that we have been enforcing. Weirdly enough, the Trump administration had enforced, 
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had made a training requirement at the federal level that all schools have to do. And it 

mostly focuses on how to investigate sexual harassment. That’s a very specific topic, but 

the federal government tells the DOE to do it. It tells the DOE to mandate it. And then, 

every school now has gotten that training. And it happens like that. It happens in like a 

year. It was an immense amount of work, but the DOE made it happen because there’s a 

rule that it has to do it. I’m hopeful that the Biden administration has already released 

decent guidance on how Title IX applies to transgender students. And so, I think that we 

should see more requirements down the pipeline that will make it more common for 

principals to be required to go to training or to be required to more thoroughly read the 

regulations. Usually, the reasons why that doesn’t happen are usually a lack of 

enforcement from outside forces. 

 

As the policy stakeholder explained, training regarding how to report cases of sexual harassment 

is mandatory. Thus, all DOE public schools are now aware of the procedures to report sexual 

harassment (although beyond the scope of this analysis, I should mention that the extent to which 

reporting serves to reduce sexual harassment and protect victims is questionable). Mandatory 

PD, thus, could ensure that all schools know the NYCDOE’s Guidelines on Gender. However, 

DOE authorities “are kind of wary of making [training] mandatory” to avoid controversy. And, 

as the policy stakeholder quoted above suggested, it is unlikely that the DOE authorities would 

mandate training without enforcement from outside forces, like federal law. 

Title IX of the Education Amendments of 1972 (from now on, Title IX) prohibits 

discrimination on the basis of sex in U.S. educational programs that receive federal funding. 

During the last decade or so, the federal government went back and forth regarding what Title 

IX’s protections against discrimination based on sex mean for transgender and queer students. In 

2016, as a result of “an increasing number of questions from parents, teachers, principals, and 

school superintendents about civil rights protections for transgender students,” (Department of 

Justice [DOJ] & U.S. Department of Education [USDOE], 2016, p. 1), President Obama’s 

administration released a Dear Colleague Letter (DCL) on Transgender Students stating that 

Title IX protected against “discrimination based on a student’s gender identity, including 
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discrimination based on a student’s transgender status” (DOJ & USDOE, 2016, p. 1). Early in 

2017, the Department of Justice (DOJ) and the U.S. Department of Education (USDOE) under 

Trump’s administration jointly withdrew this statement of policy and guidance. The DOJ and 

USDOE alleged that “there must be due regard for the primary role of the States and local school 

districts in establishing educational policy” (DOJ & USDOE, 2017). 

Shortly after Biden assumed the Presidency, on January 2021, he reinstated the Title IX 

interpretation of federal sex protections to encompass trans students. This guidance, though, did 

not have the force of law (USDOE, 2021). While the policy stakeholder was hopeful that Biden’s 

administration would pass a new rule that would force the DOE to disseminate the Guidelines on 

Gender, at the time of this writing that has not been the case. A new Title IX regulation has been 

proposed, but it has not taken effect yet (USDOE, 2022). To date, the NYCDOE’s gender policy 

remains in the shades, with the DOE avoiding an outbreak of conflict as much as possible. 

Certainly, given the current sociopolitical context, if the DOE makes training mandatory, 

pushback will arise. Across the nation, “efforts to promote antiracism and LGBTQ-inclusion in 

some schools sparked a conservative backlash” (Wall, 2022, para. 7). At the time of this writing, 

371 anti-LGBTQ bills have been proposed in the U.S., most targeting trans youth (ACLU, 2023). 

“Don’t Say Gay” laws have become effective in six states, censoring schools from talking about 

LGBTQ issues (Movement Advancement Project, 2023e). Seven states have banned affirming 

medical care for trans children. In Alabama, it is not only banned, but it is coded as a felony 

crime, and schools are required to out students to their parents (Movement Advancement Project, 

2023b). 

At the local level, violent transphobic demonstrations have taken place at NY City Hall 

(Moses, 2022). The Council has been supporting Drag Story Hour (DSH), a non-profit 
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organization where drag performers read stories and play with children at NYC public libraries 

and schools. However, extreme right White supremacist groups Proud Boys and Guardians of 

Divinity have stormed DSH events. They have also vandalized the homes of Councilmembers 

who support said community organization (Goodman & Graham, 2022; Thomas, 2023). 

Conflict has also arisen within NYC public schools. For instance, one policy stakeholder 

shared, 

I’ll tell you one specific story that is well documented on the Internet, which is the story 

of the Father-Daughter dance and Staten Island. You can find it, it was [published] in the 

New York Post. Donald Trump Jr tweeted about it. A principal had come to one of our 

trainings around gender inclusivity. And she went back to her school, her school was 

doing a father-daughter dance . . . She, in her right mind was like “yeah, this is not okay.” 

The problem was, in the way that it was communicated back to the PTA, everybody kind 

of got up in arms. 

After attending a DOE training, the principal tried to modify the father-daughter dance. Yet, 

parents reacted with resentment. This type of “school rituals . . . elevate the status of 

heterosexuality and gender conformity” (Payne & Smith, 2018b, p. 407). As such, the father-

daughter dance normalizes and reproduces ideas of acceptable gender performances, it recreates 

gender/sexual hierarchies and violence. However, the school did not properly explain to parents 

why the school tradition was problematic. As the policy stakeholder said, the controversy was 

such that it was covered by the media (Sanders & Dorn, 2018), and the son of former U.S. 

President Donald Trump even tweeted about it. 

Another case various teachers and policy stakeholders mentioned was that of a school in 

a gentrified neighborhood in Brooklyn where the principal took down a mural painted by 5th 

graders, deeming it too divisive. One policy stakeholder recalled,  

Because the things that were on the mural were things like Black Lives Matter, or Black 

Trans Lives Matter. And the principals felt it offensive, that it did not include everybody. 

There was a quote by Audrey Lorde, Your silence will not protect you, that was deemed 
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offensive by the administration. Because of this, many parents have left the school, the 

district superintendent was fired, and the school principal relocated. 

This case also captured media attention, with pieces published in the New York Times, New York 

Post, and CBS News, among others (CBS New York, 2021; Freytas-Tamura, 2021; O’Neill, 

2021) In a similar fashion, another policy stakeholder told me, 

I’m working with a situation where like these parents wanted something to be done in 

their school, and it was not done to their liking. And they raised enough issues in the 

school that cause enough hell that the assistant principal quitted, the parent coordinator 

quitted. The principal is now going to be relocated to a different school. And it’s because 

of parents complaining and making enough noise and tagging people on social media and 

doing all these things. 

As these cases illustrate, schools and the DOE have been in the media spotlight and sometimes 

backlash resulted in school staff losing their jobs. 

Against this highly contested sociopolitical context, the DOE seems to maintain 

controversy at bay. The DOE created the policy, but instead of proactively communicating it to 

schools, which would certainly create resistance, they kept the Guidelines on Gender in the 

shades. 

As I will show next, these fears are not only coming from the current sociopolitical 

context. They are strongly grounded in the past. To thoroughly understand the source of these 

concerns and anxieties, it is necessary to put the current situation in a larger historical context. 

Thus, in the next section, I focus on my transversal axis of analysis, exploring the NYCDOE’s 

gender policy formation processes and locating the effort within a broader historical landscape. 

As I will elaborate, this is not the first time that the DOE engaged with gender-justice 

efforts. While the LGBTQ Liaison position was created just seven years ago, its origins trace 

back to the early 1900s, so to speak. What happens in the past, I argue, is shaping to great extent 

the way the DOE is taking up the current policy. 
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By unpacking the origins of the current policy and locating it within a broader historical 

context, I will show that the DOE is hesitant to enforce the policy not simply because of the 

current sociopolitical landscape. The DOE authorities are also diffident because of their vivid 

memories of what happened to their colleagues in the past when they exercised political pressure 

to introduce LGBTQ content in ECE classrooms. 

Children of the Rainbow: Locating the Gender Guidelines Within a Larger Historical 

Context 

Originally, the creation of the LGBTQ liaison position was mandated by the City 

Council. As one PD provider told me, 

Honestly, they’re told they have to do it. So, they have been told by the City Council. 

Okay, so they have been told by their political bosses that they have to do this. There’s 

people within the City Council, they just understand the importance of this in the 

Education Committee and the Finance Committee, in the leadership of the City Council, 

you know? They’re committed to it. They have constituents who are committed to it. 

As this PD provider explains, the City Council mandated the initiative. In their words, “They 

have been told by their political bosses that they have to do this.” Many district stakeholders and 

PD providers also referred to the central role the Council had in the creation of the LGBTQ 

Liaison position. In particular, they identified Councilman Daniel (Danny) Dromm as the key 

player behind the endeavor. 

The position was created by the advocacy of the City Council, and this guy, Danny 

Dromm . . . Like, he really ruffled some feathers to get this position. So, you know, he 

was, “Nah, this is ridiculous. This needs to happen. Make it happen.” You know? He was 

really personally connected to it, because he was the first one, one of the first teachers to 

be out in the New York City DOE. So he was very passionate about it…He was a real 

driver for that. (Policy stakeholder) 

Councilman Dromm was the driver for creating the LGBTQ liaison position. Dromm served as a 

council member from nearly 12 years, from 2009 to 2021 (Legislative Research Center, n.d.). In 
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2014, serving as the Chairperson of the Finance Committee, he mandated the creation of the 

LGBTQ Liaison, making use of his political and economic power over the DOE. 

Various PD providers mentioned Danny Dromm had a decisive role in the DOE gender 

policy. “Danny Dromm is my hero. I love him. It is because of him. We say that all the time. It’s 

Danny Dromm. He has been advocating for inclusive education for over 30 years,” heralded one 

PD provider. With similar rhetoric, another PD provider mentioned, “I am happy that Danny 

Dromm worked so hard to get someone to be in that position and I love Danny Dromm. He is a 

fucking legend, you know?”  

Likewise, a PD provider from another organization shared, “The DOE has this like queer 

champion, right? So, he is a Councilmember, and because of him, he has made so much possible 

by making sure those funds [are available] and by showing up, right?”  

In sum, participants identified the City Council, and specifically Councilman Danny 

Dromm, as the driver of the NYCDOE’s gender policy. But how did Dromm become a 

recognizable figure? What is the story behind his personal and long-lasting commitment with 

LGBTQ education in NYC? And how does all this connect with, and relate to the current DOE 

effort?  

As one PD provider quoted above stated, “[Dromm] has been advocating for inclusive 

education for over 30 years.” Dromm’s commitment with LGBTQ activism traces back to 1992 

when the DOE released a multicultural curriculum dubbed Children of the Rainbow. 

Children of the Rainbow’s main goal was “to teach first graders to respect the city’s 

myriad racial and ethnic groups” (Myers, 1992, para. 1). Among its 400-plus pages, the 

document included three focused on lesbian and gay families. As I will detail, the content of 

those three pages triggered strong public outrage. 
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The DOE issued Children of the Rainbow by way of responding to an ongoing and 

increasing context of racial and ethnic diversity, along with marked school segregation and 

violence (Cohen, 2021). In the late 1980s, early 1990s, when the DOE launched the write-up of 

Children of the Rainbow, racial tension and hate crimes were on the rise; in 1982, a White mob 

murdered Willie Tur around Howard Beach, then a predominately White, middle-class 

neighborhood in Queens. On December 20th, 1986, over 20 White youths murdered another 

Black person, Michael Griffith. In 1988, the City registered 550 racially motivated crimes, with 

most Black victims. One of the most infamous murders was a White mob killing 16-year-old 

Yusuf Hawkins, who was hoping to buy a used car in Brooklyn on August 23, 1989 

(Pinderhughes, 1993). 

Frustrated with decades of battles against school segregation, Black families started 

pushing the DOE for a curriculum that more accurately reflected the racial composition of NYC 

school classrooms (Johnson, 2003; Nelson, 2001). A group of Black parents filed a lawsuit against 

the NY City and State educational authorities, maintaining that NYC’s public-school curriculum 

was discriminatory, ignoring the contributions of Black people in all subject areas. As a media 

outlet back then reported,  

Some of the sharpest and most recent criticism came in a lawsuit filed last month by the 

families of eight black school children in New York City. They claim that school officials 

are taking too long to provide their children with a curriculum reflecting their own 

cultural and historical heritage. (Viadero, 1990, para. 3) 

In this context, the then NYC School Chancellor, Joseph Fernandez created a task force to develop 

a curriculum more reflective of NYC’s racial and ethnic diversity. 

As a result, in 1990 and 1991, the DOE published Children of the Rainbow, a curricular 

guide for kindergarten and first grade, respectively (Nelson, 2001). 

It was designed to teach tolerance around all diverse communities in NYC city, based on 

the killing of African American men . . . And the Department of Education set out to 
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write a curriculum which would teach tolerance of African Americans, and other quote 

unquote minorities, which were actually becoming the majority in the public school 

system or, actually, already are the majority of the public school system. And then, 

several gay educators, LGBTQ educators decided they needed to include LGBTQ 

families in that curriculum. So, three pages of the Children of the Rainbow Curriculum 

were devoted to LGBTQ families. It was a first-grade curriculum and was voluntary. 

(Policy stakeholder) 

As the policy stakeholder recalled, the DOE developed a curriculum aimed to teach “tolerance 

for African American and other racial minorities.” A group of gay educators asked to include 

content about lesbian and gay families. More specifically, as a Rethinking Schools magazine’s 

article published back then explains, “Gay rights advocates, with the help of the Mayor’s office, 

succeeded in getting access to [School Chancellor] Fernandez and raising their concerns about 

the climate of hate and gay-bashing in the city” (Karp, 1993; para. 10). 

With School Chancellor Fernandez’s approval, a lesbian first-grade teacher took charge 

of writing a three-page section titled Understanding family structures to meet children’s needs, 

which included references to lesbians and gay people. (Karp, 1993; Myers, 1992). Additionally, 

within a list of hundreds of book recommendations, the document included Heather Has Two 

Mommies, Daddy’s Roommate, and Gloria Goes to Gay Pride (Alyson, 1992; Nelson, 2001). 

When filtered down to schools, the curriculum became infamous after “Community 

School Board (CSB) #24 in Queens used it to light a fire” (Karp, 1993, para. 12). They 

mobilized fierce resistance, all focused on the content of said 3-page section, and suggested 

books. 

CSB#24’s President Mary Cummins incited the backlash. She wrote letters to more than 

20,000 parents and spread inaccurate claims about the curriculum through media appearances. 

Cummins alarmed parents, claiming that Chancellor Joe Fernandez wanted to “teach our kids 

that sodomy is acceptable, but virginity is something weird” (Henneberger, 1992, para. 8). The 

curriculum was portrayed as a threat of misleading lesbian and gay propaganda. The campaign 



 104 

against the curricular guide even involved subsidizing buses to drive (working class and 

immigrant) parents to protests (Karp, 1993; Myers, 1992). 

On the other side, defending Children of the Rainbow, was Danny Dromm. When the 

battle around Children of the Rainbow began, Dromm was an elementary school teacher in 

District #24, where the controversy erupted. In a meeting taking place at the New York City 

Lesbian and Gay Community Services Center to discuss the ongoing backlash, he introduced 

himself as a DOE gay teacher without realizing he was on broadcast television. In Dromm’s 

words, “I raised my hand and I said, I’m a teacher in District 24, and like all the media zoomed 

in on me, and it was like, oh my gosh incredible. What did I just do? What did I just say? I had 

not really told my principal I was gay. I wasn’t really out to the other teachers” (Dromm, as cited 

in McMorrow, 2019, para. 3). Dromm quickly gained media attention and decided to step 

forward and become a public figure defending Children of The Rainbow. He called for “a press 

conference, which he credits as being the springboard into the next chapter of his life” 

(McMorrow, 2019, para. 5). 

The year after the Children of the Rainbow controversy, in 1993, he co-founded the 

Queens Pride Parade. In 1994, he created the Lesbian and Gay Democratic Club of Queens. As 

read in current media articles, “It was his decision as a teacher to support the Children of the 

Rainbow curriculum to fight discrimination that started him down the road to City Hall” 

(Gannon, 2021, para. 11). Since then, his political involvement continued to grow, landing him, 

25 years later, in 2009, at the NYC Council, where he would mandate the creation of the LGBTQ 

Liaison and ensure funds to develop LGBTQ curricula and training. In Dromm’s words, “The 

appointment of a [DOE LGBTQ] liaison to the lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender 

communities is the culmination of a career’s worth of advocacy for me” (Parry, 2016, para. 2). 
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Back to the Rainbow, when moral panic was mobilized by CSB#24 by claiming the 

curriculum was homosexual propaganda, the public battle focused on whether it was appropriate 

and safe for first graders to learn about lesbian and gay families. 

Supporters and contenders of Children of the Rainbow discussed if first graders were 

developmentally mature to access sexual knowledge or understand complex social issues. Mary 

Cummins claimed young children needed to be protected from homosexual propaganda, that “the 

more ignorant a person is, the easier it is to lead them around by the nose. And there’s nothing 

more fertile than a six-year-old mind” (Cummins, as cited in Cannon, n.d., p. 4). Defenders of 

the curriculum also articulated the argument that everything was in the best interest of the 

children. “This is about children. About children’s life. Because you do not know if your 

children are going to be lesbian or gay” (Shpuntoff, 2017, 0:02:25). 

Eventually, both sides found common ground around the premise that children are “too 

young” to understand and engage in matters of sexuality. For example, some authors of the guide 

acknowledged first graders were too young to understand the book Heather Has Two Mommies 

(a book that nowadays is frequently read in Pre-K; Karp, 1993). In a similar vein, a New York 

Times article posited, “Some on both sides of the dispute agreed that it raised a valid question: 

Are first graders who still believe in Santa Claus, as one parent in Queens put it, too young to 

comprehend the complexities of family life?” (Myers, 1992, para. 13). Similarly, an op-ed in 

favor of the guide, posit that “at least one passage in “Heather [has two Mommies]” may be 

unsuitable for young children; it describes how one of the two mommies is artificially 

inseminated” (Anonymous, 1992, para. 6). Even proponents of the curriculum argued that 

lesbian and gay content, outside the realm of different kinds of families, was inappropriate for 

young children. For instance, the School Chancellor recognized that some phrasing was 
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inaccurate; the title “Fostering positive attitudes toward sexuality” was deceiving because 

“however related, positive attitudes toward sexuality and tolerance of gay and lesbian families 

are different issues” (Karp, 1993, para. 27). In the next chapter, where I focus on my horizontal 

axis of analysis and analyze the micro, I further elaborate on how, the construct of childhood 

innocence, of ignorant and vulnerable children that need to be protected, blocks gender-justice 

practices and the possibility of transformative change. 

Pro and anti-Children of the Rainbow sides resonated with the notion that sexual 

knowledge needs to be curated to protect young children. Chancellor Joseph Fernandez 

eventually proposed eliminating the books on gay and lesbian families and allowed school 

boards to delay the controversial lessons to fifth or sixth grades (Nelson, 2001). The DOE edited 

the curriculum, eliminating the word sexuality. 

But these changes were insufficient, and damage was done. Joseph Fernandez paid the 

cost of supporting Children of the Rainbow with his career. The Board of Education outed him a 

year after the controversy started. 

Fast forward three decades, the DOE authorities are in large part reluctant to enforce the 

Guidelines on Gender because of their vivid memories of the Rainbow. They have not forgotten 

the fierce backlash School Chancellor Joseph Fernandez experienced 30 years ago. His outing, as 

one policy stakeholder candidly shared, still resonates nowadays at the highest levels of the 

DOE. 

Many teachers are still afraid to approach [LGBTQ content] because that is what’s most 

controversial to them . . . They don’t know that the Department of Education is going to 

be there to back them up. This Chancellor and this Mayor seem to have stuck with it a bit, 

but still, they worry about it because they know what happened during Rainbow. The 

Chancellor lost his job because of it, because of The Rainbow curriculum. So, the 

backlash was real. Yes, I think that the fear goes back, you know, to Rainbow and the 

rejection of Rainbow and the firing of the Chancellor . . . I heard one saying it with these 
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words: “I am not gonna go down like Joe Fernandez,” and others weren’t as open, but 

that’s what they implied. 

In sum, the activism championed by Danny Dromm (Councilman) in the early 1990s led him to 

the City Council, from where he mandated the DOE to create an LGBTQ Liaison position. 

However, memories of the Rainbow are still alive among the DOE leaders, who are not willing 

to pay the political price that backlash might entail. Contemporaneous DOE leaders have either 

explicitly or implicitly said they did not want to risk their positions of political power (“I am not 

gonna go down like Joe Fernandez,” and others weren’t as open, but that’s what they implied). 

Given the backlash experienced during the Rainbow, in combination with a current social 

landscape of rising hate and violence toward queer and trans people, the DOE remained very 

reticent of properly disseminating the current policy. 

Children of the White Rainbow 

In a simple and linear fashion, the Rainbow saga explains why the DOE keeps the 

Guidelines on Gender in the shades, and thus most schools are not aware of their mandates. 

Mandated externally by the DOE Council, the DOE authorities do not want to lose their positions 

of power, as happened in the past when School Chancellor Joe Fernandez pushed a multicultural 

curriculum down to schools. 

However, the Rainbow battle affords deeper insights into past and current DOE policy 

failures. Led by Joe Fernandez, Children of the Rainbow demonstrates a form of top-down, 

centralized governmentality that attends to “expert” perspectives, while neglecting active 

engagement of those on the ground through participatory, cooperative processes between 

parents, students, teachers, and other stakeholders (Ball, 2016). In other words, the development 

of the Rainbow (and, I will elucidate later, of the current Guidelines on Gender), 

reveals the ways in which traditional policy perspectives have and continue to advantage 

policy elites and well-resourced special interests while ignoring or excluding altogether 
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the voices, perspectives, and participations of those who have the most to gain or lose 

from proposed policies (i.e., students, parents, teachers, and school leaders. (Douglas 

Horsford et al., 2019, p. xv) 

This traditional, top-down bureaucratized approach characterized School Chancellor Fernandez’s 

policymaking, as he built coalitions with White middle-class elites. The DOE centered the voices 

of a White, economically privileged sector of the population under “the illusion that they are 

‘experts’ who understand the needs of children in a way that ordinary citizens—including 

parents and teachers—cannot fully appreciate” (Hymowitz, 1993, para. 20). Ironically, to 

develop a multicultural policy, the DOE engaged in procedures that reproduce racial violence, 

being disdainful and overbearing of the knowledge and opinions of minoritized communities. 

As I mentioned, the Rainbow responded to a context of increasing racial violence, a wave 

of Black men killings in White NYC neighborhoods, and a group of Black families from Harlem 

legally pressuring the DOE to have their culture accurately included in the school curriculum. 

Black, Hispanic, immigrant, and other families of color had been subjected to neighborhood 

segregation, underfunded schools for their children, and a curriculum that ignored their cultural 

and historical contributions (Cohen, 2021). 

While the DOE designed the curriculum to confront racial issues, a group of gay 

educators with enough power to access the Mayor’s office requested to incorporate a separate 

section on lesbian and gay content. Their rationale was that in the context of the AIDS epidemic, 

the city was witnessing increased homophobia and violence. However, gender and sexual 

violence are intertwined with racism. They are not independent issues, as a selected group of gay 

educators framed it to the Mayor; nor was it independently incorporated in the curriculum. 

This needs to “add-up” lesbian and gay curricular content, separately from racial and 

ethnic one, is telling of the whiteness that, back then, characterized mainstream gay rights 

activism and affected DOE policymaking. By the time the Rainbow was published, the gay rights 
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movement in NYC that started as street resistance had already “institutionalized into non-profit 

structures led by . . . people with class and economic privilege” (Spade, 2011, p. 61). Once a 

movement toward sexual liberation for all, and closely tied to the social causes of the poor and 

civil rights, gay rights mainstream politics progressively took a narrow focus on the needs and 

interests of White, middle-class gays, overlooking or sometimes purportedly excluding the 

interests and needs of LGBTQ Black, Latino, poor, trans communities (Arkles et al., 2010; 

Ashley, 2015; Spade, 2011; Stanley, 2021). A symptom of this, I argue, is the mobilization of a 

privileged group of gay educators to include independent lesbian and gay curricular content, 

disentangled from race. 

As a result, the DOE framed the problem of lesbian and gay issues (and proposed 

solutions) in ways that did not account for the intersectional nature of gender issues. With no 

recognition of policymaking as a democratic issue and no opportunities for all stakeholders to 

share their views, White and class bias affected the policy and the contented curricular section 

omitted the realities, needs, and priorities of poor queer people of color. For example, the three 

books suggested—Heather has Two Mommies, Daddy’s Roommate, and Gloria Goes to Gay 

Pride—portray gay and lesbian White middle-class families. First graders would be reading 

Gloria Goes to Gay Pride, a parade White gay activists had asked trans people and drag queens 

to abstain from participating (Stanley, 2021). 

The traditional, top-down, authoritative, classed, and racialized policy procedure, not 

only shaped the (whitewashed) content of the curriculum but also deeply contoured the nature of 

the dispute and incited resistance. Much of the opposition to Rainbow stemmed from the same 

minoritized communities the curriculum aimed to recognize, largely because Fernandez 

introduced gay and lesbian curricular content in a top-down fashion, absolutely void of 
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democratic and conciliatory debates (Hymowitz, 1993; Karp, 1993). “He seemed unable to 

compromise or build a consensus either within the school system or with the parents who 

opposed his social agenda” (Barbanel, 1993, para. 12). Likewise, when CSB#24 stood up against 

the curricular guide, Joe Fernandez suspended it, a move that “reinforced dictatorial 

impressions” (Karp, 1993, para. 20). However,  

Bureaucratic directives alone, imposed from the top, won’t get the job done. In the case 

of Children of the Rainbow, CSB #24’s defiance touched a chord of populist resentment 

against a traditionally heavy-handed educational bureaucracy. (Karp, 1993, para. 19). 

The DOE left working-class, immigrant, Black, and Latinx communities’ values, knowledge, and 

opinions out of the curricular policy formation. Not surprisingly, these communities who had for 

a long time been experiencing intersected forms of oppression (including from within the gay 

and right movement) and battling against an irresponsive DOE in the face of segregated and poor 

conditions of their children’s schools, reacted with resentment and resisted the policy. As Karp 

(1993) poignantly explained, class and race deeply shaped the nature of the dispute. 

Conservative whites who had opposed civil rights, affirmative action, and bilingual 

education made common cause with religious Latino communities. Gay rights advocates 

were baited as the representatives of an elite, White agenda which had never been 

concerned about other racial or ethnic minorities. Sharp class divisions surfaced between 

gay professionals and black, Latino, and White working class constituencies . . . gay 

advocates, given their own anger and pain, found it difficult to recognize the fears and 

resentments of the groups which had been maneuvered into opposition against them. 

(para. 30) 

The nine CSB#24 members who led the backlash were all White. Some were members of the 

clergy and related to far-right groups. Contributing to racial segregation in NYC schools, eight 

out of nine of them sent their children to private institutions (Nelson, 2001). On the other hand, 

Queens, the neighborhood they represented, had the fastest-growing immigrant population in the 

city, and more than 70% of the students in District 24 public schools were children of color 

(Karp, 1993). Yet, CSB#24, representing a far-right, conservative White sector, built coalitions 
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with primarily communities of color, capitalizing on their resentments and anger against the 

DOE. As I shared, they facilitated working class parents’ buses to attend protests and advance 

their own, far-right conservative agenda. 

However, the DOE and middle-class White populations supporting the curriculum 

seemed unable to recognize the intersections of race, gender, class, and ethnic lines underlying 

the pushback. In tandem with a White, middle class elite gay sector, Joe Fernandez framed the 

pushback as coming from “unenlightened and backwards,” (Hymowitz, 1993, para. 21), ignorant 

and intolerant detractors of social progress (Karp, 1993). Ironically, an initiative meant to 

respond to racial violence and a whitewashed curriculum ended silencing the perspectives of 

communities of color, overlooking their interlocked forms of oppression, and perpetuating racist 

prejudice over their cultures. 

In short, the DOE created Rainbow by way of responding to a context of heightened 

racial violence. However, elaborating the policy in a traditional, top-down fashion that centers 

the perspectives of a White, economically privileged elite, the DOE added lesbian and gay 

curricular content as a distinctive, rather than an interlaced social issue. Moreover, race and 

racism deeply shaped the policy procedures and dynamics of the backlash. Black and Latino, 

immigrants and working-class parents reacted against a policy that dismissed their voices. A 

privileged, White, middle class gay sector in alliance with the DOE did not recognize the race 

and class bias of their curricular demands nor how racist and classist dynamics drove families of 

color opposition. By the end of the battle, everyone had forgotten that the guide was a response 

to decades of Black parents’ fight against racial school segregation and a whitewashed 

curriculum. 
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Related to this is how Danny Dromm capitalized on his unplanned public coming out as a 

gay teacher, calling a press conference and launching his long-life political career dedicated to 

LGBTQ rights. As I have shown, my participants identified Dromm as the reason the current 

NYCDOE gender policy exists. They described him with heavily loaded terms such as 

champion, hero, and legend. Without a doubt, Dromm has been a leader in his community, 

dedicated to improving the lives of marginalized New Yorkers. But, without a doubt, he is 

located within systems and structures of power and oppression and has inevitably operated 

within and through them. Dromm is a White, cis, middle-class, English-speaker, able-bodied 

man. As a gay man, his White, cis, class, language, and citizenship privileges allowed him, or 

facilitated at least, to capitalize on his public coming out on broadcast television and climb up to 

NYC’s political elite. By making Dromm a hero, a champion, and a legend, we ignore the origins 

of this curriculum. While Danny Dromm’s contributions to LGBTQ rights in NYC are 

undeniable, the Black community forward brought the manifestation of this diverse curriculum. 

Gender and sexual identity were meant to sit alongside the intersecting oppressions that 

historically marginalized groups faced. Simply put, the needs of the Black and other 

communities of color were sidelined by a more powerfully positioned White middle-class 

agenda. 

Champions, Legends, and Heroes of Color: Silenced Perspectives in the Rainbow Battle 

Like Dromm, there were many other “queer champions” whose perspectives did not 

shape the Rainbow. Arguably, had the DOE engaged in a more democratic and pluralistic form 

of policymaking, including people of color’s perspectives and carefully attending to the nature of 

their concerns, the curricular content and debates would have developed differently. 
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Back then, Black queer leaders were already signaling the intertwined nature of race and 

gender/sexual oppression and calling out the racial and classist bias of White gay activism 

(Mumford, 2016). For example, in 1986, Bayard Rustin testified at the NYC Council in support 

of a gay rights bill. Rustin devoted his life to activism and worked side-by-side with Martin 

Luther King. He led the organization’s famous 1963 March on Washington. Rather than 

becoming a legend, as a Black and gay man his contributions have been violently erased 

(Mumford, 2016). 

Writer and activist James Baldwin gave a famous lecture in 1982 at the New York 

chapter of the Black and White Men Together organization, where he addressed racism within 

the gay movement. In a 1984 interview at the Village Voice renown magazine covering NYC’s 

culture, he again called out White gays on their race privilege. 

I think White gay people feel cheated because they were born, in principle, in a society in 

which they were supposed to be safe. The anomaly of their sexuality puts them in danger, 

unexpectedly . . . Now that may sound very harsh, but the gay world as such is no more 

prepared to accept Black people than anywhere else in society. (Baldwin, as cited in 

Keith, 2002, p. 55) 

 

Black lesbian writer Audre Lorde, called herself a sister-outsider within the gay community, 

conveying the complexities of her Black lesbian experiences in NYC. As read in her 

autobiography Zami, A New Spelling of my Name,  

Most Black women were closeted . . . It was hard enough to be Black, to be Black and 

female, to be Black, female, and gay. To be Black, female, gay, and out of the closet in a 

White environment, even to the extent of dancing in the [NYC nightclub] Bagatelle, was 

considered by many Black lesbian to be simply suicidal . . . Non-conventional people can 

be dangerous, even in the gay community.” (Lorde, 1982, chapter 29) 

And of course, Marsha P. Johnson, and fellow trans Puerto Rican Sylvia Rivera who fought 

against the disenfranchisement of the most marginalized. At the frontlines of the street resistance 

in the late 1960s, and promptly excluded from the gay assimilationist movement, they funded 

Street Transgender Action Revolutionaries (STAR) and supported the incarcerated, the 
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homeless, the sex workers. Johnson’s body was pulled out from NYC’s Hudson River on July 6, 

1992, (Stanley, 2021) in the midst of Children of the Rainbow contention. 

And for sure there were many more; many queer people of color in NYC championing 

grassroots activism during the 1990s that we might never learn about. Queer-of-color activism 

was pointing out how gender and sexual violence inextricably runs across the lines of race. 

Meanwhile, a selected group of gay educators mobilized their agenda, reached out to the Mayor, 

and added their “contribution” to the Rainbow. Conservative White school leaders’ and White 

gay elite’s perspectives were elevated during the Rainbow battle. A curriculum meant to address 

racial violence was reduced to an ostensibly de-classed and de-racialized, whitewashed dispute. 

The Whiteness in NYCDOE’s Gender Guidelines Formation 

As I explained, the DOE is currently reluctant to enforce the policy because of fear of 

backlash. School Chancellors had vivid memories of the ousting of Joe Fernandez and hence did 

not want to enforce the policy and potentially lose their positions of power. However, much of 

the pushback against the Rainbow stemmed from authoritative and patronizing forms of policy 

procedures. Hence, said policy dynamics invite us to reconsider if, indeed, the DOE authorities 

only available options are to maintain the Guidelines on Gender in shades by way of containing 

pushback; or otherwise enforce it and risk their positions of power. 

As the reader might have noticed, the Rainbow logic of top-down enforcement likely to 

aggravate resistance also undergirded the Guidelines on Gender processes. The City Council 

mandated the DOE to create the LGBTQ Liaison. Likewise, policy stakeholders considered 

mandatory PD as the main and sometimes only path to drive school change. One policy 

stakeholder was hopeful that another top-down mandate—i.e., new federal regulations related to 

Title IX—would force the DOE to disseminate the Guidelines. Indicating similar sentiments, 
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another policy stakeholder told me that, to make the policy a system-wide effort, “What’s needed 

is more political pressure . . . We need much more political pressure from the Department of 

Education, from the powers, the Mayor, or the City Council.” 

Arguably, rather than relying on enforcement measures and political pressure, the DOE 

could instead prioritize more democratic forms of policy formation, not only strengthening the 

policy by incorporating intersectional perspectives but also affording local appropriation 

processes that are not dominated by fear and resistance. 

However, as I will detail next, the current DOE gender policy was mobilized, like the 

lesbian and gay section of the Rainbow, by White cis people with economic privilege. On the 

other hand, they neglected the knowledge and priorities of school communities, including poor, 

trans, and queer people of color. 

To start with, cis gay men with economic and political privilege with the help of DOE 

lawyers led the write up of the guidelines. As I mentioned in my methodological chapter, of the 

seven policy stakeholders I interviewed, five were White. All of them were cisgender. 

Further, key actors in charge of coordinating the write-up of the policy had professional 

backgrounds in the LGBTQ non-profit sector which, as one of them recognized, had excluded 

trans people. As they explained to me, 

I went off to college and I continued to do LGBTQ work. But at the time, we weren’t 

really talking about gender. We were talking about LGBTQ, but the T was not really a 

part of the conversation. More of these ideas of like masculine or feminine and non-

binary was something that when I started into the position was not something I knew a lot 

about it. It was something that I needed to lean into. Learn more about.” (Policy 

stakeholder) 

Simply put, one of the persons writing guidelines to support trans and queer students in schools 

did not know about gender fluidity nor about the experiences and needs of trans and queer people 

in schools. Instead, they began learning about it as they were on the job. 
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Additionally, the DOE partnered with non-profit organizations, who provided feedback 

on the guidelines, as one policy stakeholder shared, 

We would actually send them a version of the guidelines that we had and say, mark it up. 

Go into Word, add comments, tell us what you want and then we took all these versions 

and merged them together. It would be organizations like the New York Civil Liberties 

Union, the LGBT Community Center, organizations like PFLAG. Organizations like the 

Ackerman Institute for Gender and Family, Lambda, other city agencies Queens LGBT 

Center, LGBT network. These are the types of organizations that we would meet with 

regularly. The Hetrick-Martin Institute was a big partner. 

Most, if not all, of the organizations that this district policy stakeholder listed and contributed to 

the policy texts write-up have started as organizations for lesbian and gay rights. And, as Spade 

(2011) pointed out in his critique on the possibilities of gay politics strategies to improve trans 

peoples lives, said organizations remain 

funded and staffed by White gay people with professional degrees and/or wealth. These 

organizations operate through hierarchical models of governance, concentrating decision-

making power in board members and junior staff who are even more likely to be white, 

wealthy, and have graduate-level educations. (p. 65) 

Indeed, New York Civil Liberties Union (NYCLU) has a White Executive Director, and a Board 

of Directors presided by White attorneys. Their website indicates that as part of their work on 

LGBTQ rights, they are working on transgender rights legal recognition and bullying and 

harassment in schools. In particular, they help disseminate information to school districts 

regarding the implementation of Dignity for All Students Act (DASA), the NYS anti-bullying 

law. However, denoting their disconnection from the lived realities of queer and trans students, 

they clarify, “NYCLU generally cannot assist with individual complaints about bullying” and 

then simply provide links with information on student’s rights and systems of reporting 

(NYCLU, 2023). In this regard, one trans PD provider reflected,  

Non for profits, now there are a lot like corporations, because it is so big everybody’s 

doing something they feel is part of the community. But it ends up being that the very big 
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lucrative organizations, you know? It becomes less personable and more money oriented 

because they’re bigger projects quote unquote. 

Lambda Legal, originally dedicated to lesbian and gay issues, is another nonprofit founded after 

the Stonewall riots in 1973. It also has a corporate structure, with a White cis man as an 

Executive Officer. Their main strategy to improve the conditions of transgender people is 

through impact litigation. Others have elaborated on the class and race bias that affect Lambda 

Legal and organizations alike (Arkles et al., 2010). 

A transgender PD provider I interviewed described the LGBT Community Center—

where Danny Dromm became a public figure, and which also contributed to the Guidelines on 

Gender—in a similar way. “The Center now is basically the White House of the gay people. It’s 

something that is just bureaucracy, politics, gay White men on the Board; and it’s very true for 

most LGBT organizations.”  

As its name indicates, Parents and Friends of Lesbian and Gays (PFLAG) emerged as an 

advocacy group of parents for their lesbian and gay children. It also formed a few years after the 

1973 Stonewall riots as a group primarily of White, middle-class parents. 

The initial parents who got involved, historically . . . this organization has been built 

around a group, you know the kind of parents who are disproportionately White and 

disproportionately middle class and comfortable and, I mean that’s the profile of 

somebody who has time and money and privilege enough to be volunteer and be active. 

(PD provider) 

In addition to contributing to the crafting of the guidelines, PFLAG is currently funded by the 

DOE to do programming in schools, where among other activities, LGBTQ people share their 

stories with the school community, including students. As the PD provider above shared, the 

group originated as a group of privileged parents with money and time to volunteer on behalf of 

their kids. Given these origins, the organization still struggles to recruit more diverse volunteers 

and share stories of low-income, queer people of color. 
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And so, when we started building a program . . . going into schools and sharing their 

stories it would naturally be people who are whiter and wealthier than the general 

population. But we know that to be effective, with the kind of education through stories 

that we do, that people have to see representation of people that they can relate to. And 

so, it’s kind of a constant struggle that we have, as we recruit people to tell their stories 

and schools that we work to be representative. 

The Ackerman Institute for Gender and Family, another of the organization the policy 

stakeholder listed as giving feedback on the guidelines, is an institution founded in 1960 that 

provides family therapy. It also has a corporate structure. Based on their website information, the 

Board of Directors has 18 members, with 17 of them White. In 2010, one of their therapists, a 

White gay cis man, started the Gender and Family Project, offering support groups for 

transgender children and families. Later, the Ackerman Institute partnered with the DOE, gave 

feedback on the policy texts, and developed workshops for teachers. The expertise on 

transgender issues the professionals at the Gender and Family Project gained was by working 

with middle-class families who contracted their private, paid services. And, as one PD provider 

shared, “The families who make it to the [Akerman] Institute typically tend to be the families 

who are more relatively privileged, in terms of race, in terms of class and in terms of language.”  

The Hetrick-Martin Institute (former Protection of Lesbian and Gay Youth), is also an 

organization that emerged in NYC during the 1970s, focused on lesbian and gay issues. Fair to 

mention, the Institute now has a diverse leadership with Black people in positions of hierarchy, 

with professional experience with immigrants and communities of color (Hetrick-Martin Institute 

for LGBTQIA+ Youth, n.d.). 

Of the eight organizations I reviewed, none were funded with a specific focus on trans 

issues, and seven have leadership teams overwhelmingly composed of White, cis, “highly 

educated,” wealthy people. Simply put, a group of White, cis, wealthy DOE stakeholders took 

charge of writing the Guidelines. And, to improve the policy, they consulted with powerful 
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organizations, also led by people with class and race privilege. Again, as I mentioned in my 

introduction, my critique is not directed specifically toward these organizations and the people 

working at them. I am personally connected with some, and I know they are well-meaning. They 

care about gender justice and are doing their best while trying to improve. By overviewing the 

background of these key policy actors, though, I am pointing out a system of policymaking that 

centers the voices of people in positions of power who are predominantly cis and White, even 

when the main goal is to respond to the needs of trans and queer people of color. 

On the other hand, like in Children of the Rainbow, the DOE neglected activism 

championed by queer people of color. For example, the DOE could have asked for feedback 

from the Sylvia Rivera Law Project (SRLP). SRLP is a NYC-based, legal aid organization 

serving low-income or trans, queer, and intersex people of color. As their mission statement 

indicates, the organization was formed in 2002, 

Based on the understanding that gender self-determination is inextricably intertwined 

with racial, social, and economic justice. Therefore, we seek to increase the political 

voice and visibility of low-income people of color who are transgender, intersex, or 

gender non-conforming. (SRLP, n.d.) 

For more than a decade, SRLP lawyers have been centering the experiences and needs of the 

most marginalized to set the agenda for transgender activism (Arkles et al., 2010; Spade, 2011) 

As they pointed out, “All too often, [LGBTQ legal] spaces exclude nonlawyers
 
from 

participation and these spaces recreate the very forms of oppression we must dismantle to 

achieve social justice” (Arkles et al., 2010, p. 582). 

Other grassroots NYC organizations that the DOE did not bring to the table were the 

Audrey Law Project and Fierce, whose work, like the SRLP, center collective action of trans and 

poor people of color, prioritizing change that can improve their living conditions (Spade, 2011). 
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The Audre Lorde Project (ALP) began by Advocates for Gay Men of Color, a network 

created in the mid 1990s to address the impact of AIDS on people of color. As a guiding 

principle “ALP is committed to creating and supporting decision-making/ organizational 

structures that are representative of our communities” (The Audre Law Project, n.d.). 

Fierce is a grassroots organization based in the Bronx that engages LGBTQ teenagers of 

color in community organizing, as they direct their own agenda and advocate for the issues 

impacting their communities. Rather than Board of Directors, their leaders are former members 

who learned leadership and advocacy skills within Fierce (Fierce, n.d.). 

The DOE overlooked the agenda and perspectives of trans people of color. Instead, a 

group of White, cis, wealthy people wrote a policy to support trans and queer children, and to be 

implemented in a school system where 72% of the student population is economically 

disadvantaged and less than 15% of them are White (NYCDOE, 2023a). 

The Unintended Consequences of the DOENYC’s Gender Guidelines 

 Like the Rainbow, the NYCDOE’s policymaking centered the perspectives of a gay 

White, cis, sector of the population while dismissing the perspectives of grassroots trans activists 

as well as the knowledge of parents, teachers, and students in schools. Certainly, this type of 

policymaking was not innocuous but had multiple consequences in the DOE gender policy 

content and procedures. 

From its inception, the policy has been flawed by race and class bias. This becomes 

evident, for instance, in the questions and considerations the DOE posited while elaborating on 

the guidelines. 

A lot of the audience were internal stakeholders, such as the people who oversaw the 

computer systems and the academic policy. And for us to say, “If we change the students 

name on their diploma, does that affect their potential to go to college? Does it affect the 

FAFSA? Are other legal implications around parents’ rights that we need to think 
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about?” So, there were lots of lawyers and academic policy people, and City law people. 

(Policy stakeholder) 

As this policy stakeholder shared, their interlocutors were lawyers and academics concerned 

about college applications. They were thinking of FAFSA, the federal application for college 

financial aid, and parents’ rights. Meanwhile, trans and queer youth of color in NYC are 

overrepresented among the homeless, as they run away from the abuse suffered at their homes 

(Office of Children and Family Services, 2020). Of course, everyone should have a right to 

access higher education, but there are many interlaced racial, class, and citizenship conditions 

that determine a trans student’s possibility to access college and financial aid that are beyond 

their name on a school diploma. 

This type of White, middle-class bias, and the inability to address trans issues with 

intersectional lenses, has affected the policy in multiple ways. A Black policy stakeholder 

provides another insightful example: 

They would invite the Chancellor to different things, to come to LGBTQ events. So like, 

the Chancellor still wanting to come and give the same like speech over and over and 

over again, about his brother being gay. And I like, although that was good, it took so 

much away from the actual events. To have this person, this leader of the DOE who just 

pops up with the students. We had to write his speech, get it approved. We had to make 

sure that the Chancellor is taken care of. The night before the event, we are still editing to 

make sure that everything is to his standard liking. So, it’s like a really good like PR 

piece, right? To have the head of the organization, it shows that they care. But it means 

that it’s going to take time away from the students, and attention away from the students, 

and what does this actually advance for them? We can’t do that anymore. We should 

rather have somebody else speak from their heart who’s a part of their community, who 

knows who these kids are [and what are they] going through. 

As this anecdote illustrates, by having the School Chancellor’s experience showcased, the DOE 

took away resources from the students who were supposed to benefit from the policy. Rather 

than connecting with the children and school staff, having someone from within the community 

speaking, learning about their concerns and experiences, resources were devoted to make sure 

the Chancellor’s needs were met. By centering the already powerful Chancellor’s voice, the 
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DOE took away from the school community. This Black policy stakeholder raised a valid and 

central question: What does [a Chancellor speech] actually advance for them?  

Interestingly, a White policy stakeholder shared with me the same policy practice that the 

Black policy stakeholder quoted above. In his words,  

The Chancellor listened to all the stories. And then he started to cry, and said, “Look I 

have a brother” . . . So it was a very emotional. A beautiful thing. Even the 

superintendent was tearing up. I was tearing up. 

As seen, in comparison to the critique posed by the Black policy stakeholder, he framed this 

policy practice in notably positive terms and was unable to identify its unintended yet harmful 

consequences. This procedure—and the different ways in which White and Black policy 

stakeholders made sense of it—is a powerful example of the importance of having more 

democratic forms of policymaking that listen to the perspectives of all parties involved, 

especially of those who are less privileged and the policy aims to support. Centering the voices 

of cis people in power—even with the utmost good intentions—is detrimental to those on the 

ground. 

Next, I elaborate on a few other consequences that the perspectives of White, cis, 

economically powerful actors had in the DOE gender policy content and procedures.  

Reinforcement of Binaries 

When the DOE first came out in 2014 with the Trans-Inclusive Student Guidelines, it 

articulated the trans experience as a linear and binary one, rendering illegible most, if not all 

trans and queer experiences. In the words of one DOE policy stakeholder, “We started with a 

version of the transgender guidelines that had nothing about non-binary people. It was very 

binary. You transition from male to female, female to male, very clean cut.”  

When first released, the Guidelines did not receive much public attention, but a review of 

media outlets that covered them indicates that policy reification of binaries and denial of 



 123 

transness ran largely unnoticed (Evans, 2014; Mcdonough, 2014; Molloy, 2014). In fact, the 

press coverage (which again, amplified the voices of white, cis, and wealthy actors) not only 

failed to point out the DOE guidelines’ misreading of trans as binary but reinforced it. Quoted 

throughout all the news outlets I gathered was Michael Silverman, the by-then founder and 

executive director of the Transgender Legal Defense and Education Fund (TLDEF). Silverman is 

a White attorney who, in 2013, the year before the guidelines came out, won the famous civil 

rights case of Coy Mathis, a first-grader, middle-class White trans girl petitioning access to the 

appropriate restroom at her elementary school in Colorado (Frosh, 2013). His commentary 

regarding the DOE guidelines read,  

This is a big step in the right direction, but transgender kids face unique challenges in 

school that require more. Officials need to ensure that transgender students have the same 

opportunities as all students that allow them to thrive. That means treating them as the 

boys and girls that they are [emphasis added]. (Silverman, as cited in Bolles, 2014) 

This statement, quoted over and over, reinforced the notion of a binary trans experience 

(“treating them as the boys and girls that they are”), as did the case of Coy Mathis and most of 

the White, middle-class trans kids’ stories circulating in mainstream media (Halberstam, 2019; 

Keenan, 2016). 

Not surprisingly, when DOE administrators filtered the first set of guidelines down to 

schools, they found queer and trans students’ experiences were significantly messier. In the 

words of one of the policy stakeholders in charge of crafting this official text,  

What often would happen is I would be doing trainings and I would get feedback from 

what was the experience of our non-binary or transitioning students on the ground . . . So 

when I would go out and do training, somebody would raise their hand and say: “Well, 

what about non-binary students?” 
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Written without input from those the policy purported to serve, as this policymaker pointed out, 

the Guidelines were not responsive to the lived experience of “non-binary or transitioning 

students on the ground.”  

In response, in March 2017, the DOE published an updated version titled Guidelines to 

Support Transgender and Gender Non-Conforming Students. As a policy stakeholder claimed, 

“The second version of the guidelines . . . what it did was it acknowledged the ambiguity that 

was part of the experience.” The second iteration included non-conforming in its title besides 

transgender, by way of acknowledging that not all students were simply transitioning from 

female to male, or vice-versa. In addition to including gender non-conforming in the title, the 

updated version read, “Not all transitions are binary, meaning male-to-female or female-to-male” 

(NYCDOE, 2017, Supporting transgender or transitioning students). And “students who are 

gender non-conforming or who do not prescribe to the gender binary, they may prefer gender 

neutral pronouns such as they, ze, or other pronouns” (NYCDOE, 2017, Names and pronouns). 

Contrary to the first version, the updated version of policy text mentioned gender fluidity. 

However, this acknowledgment was arguably not more than a symbolic, political form of 

recognition (Halberstam, 2019; Spade, 2011). Queer existence was explicitly mentioned, yet 

most of the discussion centered around definitions and pronouns. At the same time, policy 

mechanisms to shift school cultures and practices that construct transness as abnormal and 

ungovernable remain largely unrevised, thus, most likely not improving in extent the school 

experiences of trans and queer students. 

The third and last version of the guidelines, Guidelines to Support Transgender and 

Gender Expansive Students published in 2019 also focused heavily on language, shifting the 

denomination gender non-conforming for gender expansive. Fair to mention, though, in this last 
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policy iteration, the DOE somewhat addressed binary school procedures by releasing an 

additional set of guidelines, the Guidelines on Gender Inclusion (NYCDOE, 2019d). Broadly, 

the Guidelines on Gender Inclusion prohibited schools from organizing the student body by 

gender. In the words of one policy stakeholder, “The Guidelines on Gender basically exists to 

prohibit the harmful and inappropriate separation of people by gender.” In particular, the text 

read, 

School-based practices should not be based on gender—including dividing students into 

lines or for lunch, recess, or discussion groups. Schools should not use colors, images, or 

symbols traditionally associated with one gender (e.g., pink vs. blue, construction hats vs. 

tiaras) to divide or otherwise categorize students by gender. Schools should also avoid 

gender-based events such as father-daughter dances and designating kings or queens for 

dances or proms. (NYDOE, 2019d, School-based practices) 

The new set of guidelines covered different areas that should be gender-neutral and where single-

gender grouping is forbidden, such as dress codes, choruses, student clubs, and health classes. 

However, as I said, principals and teachers remain unaware of their existence. More importantly, 

it is worth asking if, and to what extent, these top-down enforced changes without any 

scaffolding of school cultural change increase resistance, thus having unintended negative 

consequences for queer students. I reflect on this issue in the following section. 

Reinforcement of Fears and Resistances 

As the policymaker quoted above stated, “The Guidelines on Gender basically exist to 

prohibit the harmful and inappropriate separation of people by gender.” Without a doubt, it is 

necessary to eliminate the categorization of students by binary gender. However, when these 

mandates are enforced unilaterally, without context, and clashing with long-standing and beloved 

cultural traditions for many families and schools, they are likely to trigger intense resistance. 
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As I previously shared when overviewing some of the pushback the DOE has 

experienced, after attending a DOE training, a school principal tried to eliminate their father-

daughter school dance. 

She went back to her school, her school was doing a father-daughter dance . . . She, in her 

right mind, was like “yeah, this is not okay.” The problem was, in the way that it was 

communicated back to the PTA, everybody kind of got up in arms. (Policy stakeholder) 

In this example, the DOE mandate was implemented in an authoritative fashion, without giving 

any context to the parents nor facilitating opportunities for the school community to understand 

why said cultural practice was problematic and harmful. As a result, parents reacted with 

resentment. One of the kindergarten teachers I interviewed also recalled a similar experience, 

Fall 2019, the principal is announcing, the first or second day of school, “there’s this 

initiative, this this, this, this, this . . . Oh, also, we can’t have kids in boys and girls lines, 

like mix up your lines whatever way.” I tell you, people were “Oh, oh my god, what’s 

happening in this City. We can’t even say boys and girls anymore.” They were so upset. 

As this teacher shared, the first day of school her former school principal filtered down the new 

DOE rule as a simple technicality among many other logistical announcements (“There’s this 

initiative, this this, this, this. Oh, also, we can’t have kids in boys’ and girls’ lines”). Her 

principal did not give the school staff any context, nor engage the community in collective 

deliberation around the reasons and importance of eliminating gendered lines and if and how this 

practice aligned with their values, cultures, and educational goals. In this anecdote, the principal 

and the teachers were located as mere implementers, acritical executors of a policy elaborated at 

higher policy levels. Expectedly, most of the school staff reacted defensively, expressing 

confusion about the nature of the changes (“What’s happening in this City? We can’t even say 

boys and girls anymore”). 

One of the school principals in my study implemented a different approach. He 

constantly fostered conversations with his school staff about their school culture, mission, and 
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values and how gender and other social justice issues aligned with their practices. This principal 

pointed out that when the policy is localized without any community engagement—like in the 

example I shared above—teachers and parents are more likely to react with fear and resistance. 

In his words, 

We’ve been considering and reflecting on our teaching, and why we do the things we do, 

and what kids should know . . . I could see some schools or some principals being “Oh, 

there’s this random PD available for LGBTQ youth,” but have never said a word about 

LGBTQ or anything in the school. If they just send that PD, if there’s no context, if there 

was no intention behind it, people then don’t know what to do, because no one’s talked 

about it . . . If there’s no real community engagement around these topics, then I think 

what happens is fear sets in because people don’t know what to expect. If the school has 

never even opened the conversation, the fears would just take over. (School principal) 

As this principal eloquently expressed, it is necessary to start conversations because otherwise 

“the fears would just take over.” However, rooted in a logic of top-down enforcement, the policy 

processes the DOE engaged with were likely producing intense fears and concerns in many 

school communities. Without any collective engagement and context, many schools were unable 

to appropriate the policy as their own. As I further describe in the next Chapter, when schools 

have a chance to come together and think through gender and other social issues, they have 

learned to change. 

Procedures that Presume and Serve White Families 

Some of the procedures outlined in the current Guidelines presume that all students and 

their families feel safe, trusted, and can speak up and advocate for themselves. This is an 

assumption affected by race and class bias, thus better serving White, middle-class, able-bodied, 

English-speaking students. For instance, the Guidelines specify the following,  

The school should work with the student to facilitate restroom and locker room access 

that affirms their identity. Schools must provide reasonable alternative arrangements for 

students expressing a need or desire for increased privacy. (NYCDOE, 2019e, Restrooms 

and Locker Rooms) 
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As other scholars have pointed out (Meyer & Keenan, 2018), these policy procedures that rely on 

a student’s capacity to express their needs and make requests to the school center a White 

middle-class body. Queer, disabled students, students of color, non-English speakers might not 

feel safe enough to speak up and advocate for themselves. They have probably accumulated 

experiences of their voices being dismissed and might fear retaliation. The youngest children and 

those with a diagnosed disability have reduced capacity for self-advocacy and will necessitate 

their adult caregivers to speak on their behalf. Low-income single parents struggling to make 

ends meet might not be able to miss a workday to meet with the school. Immigrant parents who 

do not speak English might also have reduced chances of “working with the school” and 

expressing their needs or desires as the policy text requires. Undocumented parents might fear 

the potential unintended consequences of raising their voices. As I elaborated in Chapter 2, 

ethnographic research with families of young trans children shows that minoritized parents tend 

to be suspected of “not doing their parenting right” and of child abuse. They are often subjected 

to increased institutional surveillance when advocating for their queer children (Manning, 2017; 

Meadow, 2018; Travers, 2018). 

This is all to say, the policy reliance on “students expressing a need or desire for 

increased privacy” is likely to benefit students who feel safe and trusted enough to speak up in 

their schools. Those suffering intersecting forms of harassment, violence, and abuse might not 

have the privilege of having their needs and desires heard. 

Relatedly, as I have explained, the DOE maintains the policy in the shades, and the 

initiative is severely understaffed. Not having the capacity to support all schools, the DOE policy 

stakeholders’ interventions focus on the “louder” schools dealing with significant conflict. In 
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other words, the DOE relies on families or school staff complaints, a situation that the DOE 

frames as “escalations.” 

Escalations would be problems that would come through parents or students, or teachers 

and something would happen that would require an additional support. So that might look 

like a student who is in a middle school whose teachers are not respecting their name and 

pronouns and the parent would be supportive, and they would call and say, “Help us our 

school is not doing what they need to.” And then we would figure out a plan of action. I 

would call the school, I would listen, I would sometimes give recommendations for 

training. (Policy stakeholder) 

This policy procedure that relies on a school-level actors reaching the DOE also reproduces and 

reinforces racial and class inequities. Not every parent is able to call the DOE and ask for help. 

Generally speaking, this requires having certain privileges. 

Parents carry a lot of weight at the DOE. If parents are willing to be loud enough with 

their complaints and have patience, their complaints will eventually be heard. But that, in 

fact, is a privilege that few parents have. This particular parent emailed and called every 

day for months. Joined the parents’ groups. Showed up at all the town halls and parent 

meetings. Even attended training meant for DOE teachers. (Policy stakeholder) 

As this Black policy stakeholder acutely pointed out, not all parents were able to “be loud 

enough” and “eventually be heard.” To email and call the DOE every day for months, to attend 

town halls, parent’s meetings and teacher trainings, this parent had the time and the information, 

the social connections, and have a strong sense of entitlement. Naturally, all these symbolic and 

material resources are classed and racialized. 

In a similar vein, one participant who provides external support to families—as well as 

conducts training in schools—explained,  

The families come to us for support and family therapy, and [we tell them] “here is the 

regulation, bring it to your school.” It is something that makes people come from a 

position of strength, and most school leadership teams are like “Uh, OK, the Chancellor’s 

regulations. So OK, we will figure it out.” (PD provider) 

As this PD provider account illustrates, one way families learned about the NYCDOE policy was 

through external services (e.g., family therapy, children’s play groups, support groups, etc.). 
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Often, the organizations offering these services redirected the families to the NYCDOE gender 

policy, informed them about their children’s rights, and encouraged them to take the text to the 

school or reach out to the DOE. Notably, this PD provider also shared, “The families who make 

it to [our services] typically tend to be the families who are more relatively privileged, in terms 

of race, in terms of class. And in terms of language.” This is to say, White, middle-class, 

English-speaking families have more chances of getting professional support for their children, 

such as counseling services. From these services, families learn about the policy and are further 

empowered to advocate for their children at school or at the DOE central offices (“It is 

something that makes people come from a position of strength”). 

In brief, instead of creating space to listen and understand all perspectives, the DOE 

might be only attending to the loudest voices. Written by cis, White middle-class people, 

ignoring trans’ and schools’ perspectives in the elaboration of the policy, and with a DOE that 

does not communicate the guidelines across the whole school system, some policy procedures 

benefit only those students and families that are privileged enough to know their rights, and feel 

safe and capable of raising their voices to defend their standpoints. 

Revictimization Through Reporting and Surveillance  

An additional way in which by being mobilized by cis White middle class officials the 

policy dismisses the interlocked form of oppression suffered by trans and queer students of color 

is on its somewhat strong reliance on systems of reporting, policing, and punishment. 

As a means to address violence, the policy text links to the DOE procedures to report 

discrimination and violence, such as the Chancellor’s Regulation A-832 covering cases of 

student-to-student bullying and the Chancellor’s Regulation A-831 concerning cases of prohibits 

student-to-student sexual harassment. For example, the policy reads, 
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Any staff member who witnesses student-on-student harassment, discrimination, 

bullying, and/or intimidation or who has knowledge or information or receives notice that 

a student may have been the victim of such behavior by another student is required to 

immediately report the alleged act . . . When such a complaint is filed, the school must 

promptly investigate and take follow-up action as appropriate as set forth in Chancellor’s 

Regulation A-832 . . . Complaints will be investigated and school staff are responsible for 

taking appropriate corrective action where warranted. (NYCDOE, 2019e, Harassment 

and Discrimination) 

However, as Spade (2011) points out, “Anti-discrimination laws (if/where they are in place) are 

generally not enforced for any of the groups covered by them” (p. 35). Concurringly, reports and 

anecdotal evidence indicate that NYC students all too often experience discrimination and 

harassment. Yet, neither students nor school staff follow the procedures to initiate actions against 

them, and school violent “incidents” are always underreported (New York State Office of the 

State Comptroller, 2019). In the 2020–2021 school year, almost 60% of LGBTQ+ students in 

New York schools never reported anti-LGBTQ victimization to their school staff (GLSEN, 

2023). 

Systems of discipline and punishment not only fail to help queer and trans students, more 

likely they make their conditions worse. Black girls, for instance, when speaking up in schools 

and calling out injustice, are commonly read as “too loud” and “too angry,” resulting in severe 

discipline and punishment measures (Morris, 2016; Watson, 2018). In alignment, data show that 

LGBTQ students who experience high levels of victimization at school are also more like to be 

disciplined (GLSEN, 2023). Given their intersectional locations queer and trans students, poor 

students, students of color, immigrants, students labeled as disabled, are subjected to 

disproportionate rates of school discipline and criminalization, even in instances in which they 

are attempting to defend themselves from harassment (Mallet, 2017). Therefore, queer students 

who are revictimized when defending themselves against discrimination and harassment tend to 

avoid reporting. The current Schools Chancellor recently announced a “school culture and safety 

https://www.schools.nyc.gov/school-life/policies-for-all/chancellors-regulations
https://www.schools.nyc.gov/school-life/policies-for-all/chancellors-regulations
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plan” that involves the hiring of almost 850 New York Police Department “safety agents.” It is 

well known that more police in schools only increase opportunities for racial and gender policing 

of queer and students of color and is correlated with higher rates of school suspensions and 

expulsions (Lau, 2022). 

To recapitulate, mirroring what happened with Children of the Rainbow, the current 

NYCDOE’s gender policy demonstrates a traditional policy making that centers the perspectives 

of “experts,” or White, cis, wealthy people in positions of power. Meanwhile, the DOE silences 

the voices of trans grassroots groups and the knowledge and experiences of those on the ground. 

Without democratic engagement, many school communities received the policy with fear and 

resistance. Moreover, not being trans-informed, the Guidelines mispresented the trans experience 

as binary. They also established procedures more likely to benefit White middle class students, 

such as expecting students and families to request accommodations or relying on systems of 

reporting to address bullying and harassment. 
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Chapter 5: Pure and White: How Childhood Innocence Prevents Gender Justice in ECE 

In this Chapter, I move to analyze the micro level. I focus on what teachers in my study 

were thinking and doing regarding gender justice in ECE spaces. As I will show, educators have 

been revising their understandings of gender, whereas their understanding of young children 

have remained notably stable, sedimented, and unmodified. While teachers consider gender to be 

neither determined by biological sex nor fixed, they continue to describe children as pure, 

asexual, passive, and innocent. In this context, teachers maneuver their revised classroom 

gendered practices so that they were still deemed “developmentally appropriate.” Doing so, I 

will show, is detrimental to transformative social change.  

Throughout the next pages, I will illustrate how the child/adult binary and entangled 

childhood innocence rhetoric are at the root of the limitations of ECE gender-justice work. In 

other words, located within the discursive realm, childhood innocence has nonetheless material 

consequences on gender-justice work in ECE. 

I explore the connections between childhood and whiteness (Bernstein, 2011; Garlen, 

2019; Meyer et al., 2016) and illustrate how when teachers mobilize the ideology of the innocent 

child in need of protection—which happens all too often in the realm of queer and trans 

childhoods—they ignore and reproduce gender and racial violence. For the sake of innocence, I 

will show that gender justice in ECE assumes a very “exclusive form of gender inclusion,” one 

that violently erases the most marginalized. 

I start by unpacking the adult/child binary and related assumptions of childhood 

innocence embedded in my participants’ talk. I show how taken-for-granted conceptions of 

adults as rigid and inflexible, in opposition to naturally kind, curious, open-minded, and 

malleable children pervade my participants’ narratives. 
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After expounding on the innocent childhood rhetoric, my analysis examines its material 

consequences. First, I show how, anchored on simplistic understandings of children, teachers’ 

practices neglect children’s agency and power. With striking similarity to the strategies that 

flourished in ECE classrooms in the mid-1970s, I found teachers relying on sex-role modeling 

strategies to disrupt gender and, not surprisingly, failing to do so. 

Next, I examine how teachers de-sexualized gender, hoping to keep their practice 

developmentally appropriate. Analyzing teachers’ use of “diverse books,” I exemplify how 

taking sexuality out of gender thwarts ECE gender-justice efforts. Finally, drawing on a girl’s 

reaction while her teacher was reading aloud a queer story, I further elaborate on how the 

conceptualizations of innocent children suppress critical social issues from the ECE curriculum, 

such as racism, sexism, and their deep connections. 

As I unfold my analysis, my critique is never directed to the individuals. All the teachers 

in my study have implemented changes in their practice to support queer and trans students. 

They are doing their best and enacting reflective practice to improve. I point out challenges and 

limitations in their ECE gender-justice practice because they speak to a larger sociocultural issue. 

The ideology of childhood innocence is pervasive in ECE policy and practice. As I elucidate in 

the next pages, rather than protecting all children, innocence serves to surveil and regulate 

children’s gender, racial, and class identities. 

Parents are the Worst? Complicating Adulthood and Teachers’ Fears of Parents 

Certainly, parents were the most recurrent theme that emerged in my interviews. Almost 

as soon as the conversation started, my research participants would direct the focus to parents. 

They explained that potential pushback from students’ families was the main challenge they 

experienced in doing gender-inclusive work. For instance, a school principal claimed, “Teachers, 
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school staff, administrators, everybody. Even parents are afraid of other parents. That is the real 

nexus of fear.”  

Likewise, a PD provider reflected, “People are still horrified of parents. You know, like, I 

would say in 100% of the workshops we talk about the teachers fear of the parents.” Another PD 

provider reinforced similar sentiments. “I would say the biggest challenge is teachers fear of 

parents. Yeah, that’s the biggest challenge. Yeah, that’s what I always hear. Worry that parents 

will be upset.”  

Educators worried about the potential parents’ pushback when bringing LGBTQ topics 

into their early childhood classrooms. As seen in the quotes above, they expressed emotions of 

fear or even horror. As I shared in Chapter 4, these fears are not necessarily groundless. 

However, the fear of parental reactions is also indicative of a larger ideology—one that 

places adults and children against one another rather than on a spectrum where children and 

adults can be simultaneously culpable and open. For example, while my interviewees talked 

extensively about the challenges they face by parents’ concerns, fears, and potential pushback, 

they were notably succinct in their references to children. Mentions to children felt like a quick 

side note to convey that, in sharp contrast to adults, gender differences do not matter much for 

young children, who are naturally open to accepting disruptions of gender norms. In the words of 

one PD provider, “The biggest difficulty is the pushback we get from adults. Most young kids 

have very little to no issue with having these conversations at all.”  

In a similar vein, a kindergarten teacher claimed, “Adults are the worst. Kindergarteners 

are so much more open to these things.” Likewise, another teacher mentioned,  

It’s honestly easier talking to kids about this. Yeah, I feel it’s easier. Because adults are 

hard to talk to and change their minds about things . . . they’re just more set in their ways. 

It’s just like, harder and a lot scarier. 
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A pre-K teacher also referred to adults as “set in their ways,” “I think with kids, there’s more of 

an effort and willingness to try. And parents, there’s not that much wanting to try, because again, 

they are set in their ways.”  

As seen in these quotes, teachers positioned adults on one extreme, where they are 

resistant to difficult conversations and unlikely to revise their beliefs (“Adults are the worst; 

adults are hard to talk to and change their minds . . . there’s not that much wanting to try”). 

Conversely, they positioned children on the other end of this “rigid/flexible” binary. Teachers 

described kids as flexible and open-minded and thus considered gender-justice work with 

children as easier and less scary than with parents (“Kids have very little to no issue with having 

these conversations; it’s honestly easier talking to kids about this; there’s more of an effort and 

willingness to try”). 

Principals and teachers conveyed the idea that children, precisely because of age, of 

having spent less time in the social world, are more open-minded and their ideas and beliefs are 

not as rigid and sedimented as older people. In one pre-K teacher’s words, 

It’s much easier to interrupt these ideas when a child is three or four versus when they’re 

40. Because they’ve already lived their life, and they have really . . . at this point, they’re 

really standing firm in what they believe. 

Like this pre-K teacher that thinks that adults are inflexible as they have had more time to 

develop their beliefs than young children, a school principal also claimed that the younger, the 

more flexible people are. In her words, “The younger they are, the more open they are to things 

not fitting into boxes. And I think it feels more scary for parents, but for kids it feels less so.”  

In sum, while participants expressed fearing parents and pointed out the challenges of 

changing adults’ conceptions around gender, they simultaneously conveyed that changing 

children’s minds is an easy endeavor. In contrast to adults, children have not yet accumulated 
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enough experience that sediments their views. They are fresh, blank states that adults can easily 

mold into new gender perspectives. 

While it might be true that children sometimes, “are more willing to try” and on occasion 

“more open to things not fitting into boxes,” this binary thinking often masks the messiness of 

gender identity within and across teachers, families, and children. To illustrate, even before the 

DOE came out with its first version of the gender guidelines, one of the schools in my study 

revised its institutional practices to be more responsive to trans and queer students. Among other 

changes, they told students to use whatever restroom they wanted. The school did not expect, 

however, the controversy this would create in their community. In the school principal’s words, 

It led to some pretty big rifts discussions. But it was layered. Just a lot of fear, a lot of 

fear. There were people who had just concerns about puberty and kids feeling 

uncomfortable being in the bathroom with people of other genders. The kids were 

expressing to them this concern in their homes, actually. And so, there was just so many 

pieces to it because there were so many different reasons people were feeling all their 

feelings. And, we had parents in meetings who identified as survivors of sexual trauma 

themselves, not feeling their daughters were safe, from their own experience. And then 

there were also people present who identified in that same way, who felt that by 

continuing to reinforce male female gender power imbalances, you continue to reinforce 

an unsafe environment. Yep, so those were really deep and interesting conversations that 

sort of happened in this space where people were very passionate, and somewhat yelling 

at each other to be frank . . . So it was big and intense. And really layered, I’m trying to 

think of other kinds of objections, you know, and I don’t even know that all of them even 

made it to me. I’m sure there were things that people were concerned about that I don’t 

know. 

All the administrators and teachers I have talked with at this school, have shared this “restroom 

story,” and pointed out the discussions were notably intense, complicated, and nuanced. As the 

principal shared, parents’ concerns were not necessarily because they were simply “set in their 

ways,” stubborn and unwilling to accept school changes. Some parents, for example, had 

experienced sexual trauma. Thus, they were worried their daughters would be vulnerable to 

sexual assault by sharing the restroom with older cisgender boys. Other parents understood these 

concerns yet considered that eliminating the gendered bathrooms was a means to blur the lines 
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between male and females, boys and girls, and disrupt gender power dynamics (“There were also 

people present . . . who felt that by continuing to reinforce male female gender power 

imbalances, you continue to reinforce an unsafe environment”). Although opposed to each other, 

most of these were legitimate concerns. Not only adults but children brought up issues. Children 

were concerned about privacy and felt uncomfortable to share the space with children of other 

gender. 

Further, the parent coordinator at this school told me that children as young as 

kindergarteners were trying to restore gender norms, policing one another, deciding who was 

allowed to access which restroom. In her words, 

There were other kids who were very concerned. They were very concerned about who 

was using what bathroom and so they took it upon themselves to intervene in that way 

and say, “Oh, you should be going next door. This is only for . . ..” And, you know, it 

was both girls and boys that did this. 

This anecdote complicates the binary claims about adults and children as always in opposition. 

At times, children and adults agree on rigid policies in ways that reinforce exclusions. The 

controversy over the bathroom policy illustrates the nuances of gender identity within and across 

adults and children. On the one hand, adults were not necessarily “the worst,” but preoccupied 

with their children’s safety and well-being. Some were struggling with their sexual traumas. On 

the other hand, children were not by default more open to trying new things. Some were also 

“very concerned” and policed their peers, trying to restore a gendered binary system. 

Further complicating the absolute claims of adults vs. children, I heard many stories in 

which adults were given the space to discuss their fears and as a result moved forward in their 

thinking. For example, a kindergarten teacher who had a student transitioning in her classroom 

recalled, 

We, as a school community, started to shift. It was my responsibility to let other staff 

members know that the child now identifies as a boy. And there were staff members that 
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said, “I’m not calling him, I’m not calling him that. Not calling him. You can’t just 

change who you are.” . . . And so, it was a little bit of this transition. And I would say 

now, you know, those same staff members are here, and people are very different now. 

They’re more open-minded. We kind of like grew as a community. 

As this teacher shared, years ago she had in her classroom a young trans boy. Back then, her 

colleagues were resolved to respect the child’s gender identity (“I’m not calling him”) and 

disagreed with the possibility of gender fluidity (“You can’t just change who you are”). But she 

also shared the principal organized multiple PD opportunities for the school staff and the parents. 

With time, strong and intentional leadership shifted the culture of the school from her colleagues 

to families (“People are very different now . . . they’re more open minded . . . we grew as a 

community”). As seen, adults are not necessarily “stubborn and set in their ways.” In this 

teacher’s account, adults changed their minds; they became more open-minded and grew. 

In alignment, her school principal shared with me how he opened space for parents to 

express their concerns,  

Families can have concerns, can have questions. I’ve just always approached it as, “Oh, 

let’s think this through together; So, what is it that you’re afraid of? What is your 

concern? Let me tell you what we’re doing, and, and why we’re doing it, and how we’re 

doing it.” And after I do that, I have not had any situation that has ever gone any further 

than a conversation. 

Rather than expressing frustration with families’ misunderstanding of pedagogical and curricular 

issues related to gender and sexuality, this principal—who identifies as Latino and queer—

recognized that families “can have concerns, can have questions.” In fact, throughout my 

interview with this principal, I noticed his narrative lacked a sense of confrontation or rivalry 

with parents (which I found recurrently in other conversations) but instead denoted empathy and 

compassion. This principal allowed parents to express their fears (“What is it that you’re afraid 

of?”). He took the time to disentangle parents’ concerns, to explain how gender justice work 

looks and why it is important (“Let me tell you what we’re doing and why we’re doing it.”). He 
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found this approach is notably effective in appeasing parents’ resistance (“I have not had any 

situation that has ever gone any further than a conversation”). 

Relatedly, PD providers’ accounts also found that teachers change their attitudes when 

they have space to reflect on their biases and fears. In one PD provider’s words, 

We had situations in which the pre-training survey some folks will make it abundantly 

clear they do not want to be doing this, and one person said “good luck with me, haha.” 

But invariably though, when we do it on-site, the teachers come in with their arm closed, 

pretty clear they did not want to be there. And then watching all that paralinguistic stuff 

like “Oooh, this is pretty cool, I could use it with my students.” There is a lot of 

misperception, misunderstanding, and fear. 

Similarly, one policy stakeholder recounted that a principal reached out to the LGBTQ Liaison 

and, in partnership, they worked with the parents to address ongoing gender violence. 

There was a problem in this school, some kids were being harassed. The principal was 

great . . . he asked the DOE to come to the school and to work with the school. The 

school was predominantly Muslim. When the DOE went into the school and worked with 

the Parent Teachers Association, they talked about what was happening. [The parents] 

realized that these could have been their own kids. Not only did they started the GSA, but 

after a year or two that school marched in the pride parade with their parents. So, it can 

be done if it’s done the right way, and you have to involve all members of the school 

community and you have to work with them and let them vent their fear and their 

frustrations. 

In sum, along with absolute claims about adults and children, I found multiple accounts of adults 

that, given the chance to share their fears and revise their misunderstandings, displayed openness 

and shifted their perspectives. The argument that “adults are the worst and kindergarteners are so 

much more open” sets up a dangerous binary. It ignores the complicated conversations that exist 

in the middle and the possibilities of loving and compassionate work that adults can and often 

engage with. 

This is not to say that some adults are reluctant to change. Some of them might continue 

to deny the possibility of queerness and transness and believe that gender is fixed and immutable. 

But binary thinking might be deflecting our attention from all this vast space in between, where, 
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as the anecdotes I shared above demonstrate that change and progress are not only necessary but 

are also feasible. Positioned within binary thinking, teachers might continue to avoid doing the 

work because they fear parents’ backlash. Parents and teachers might not be given the space to 

share their fears and concerns. In the end, we might be missing opportunities to foster difficult 

yet unavoidable conversations to drive cultural change. 

Is it Much Easier When a Child is Three or Four? Complicating Childhood and Gender-

Justice Work in ECE 

Binary adult/child thinking moves us away from promising spaces to foster change 

among adults. Unequivocal claims of young children as naturally open, loving, and accepting, in 

turn, downplays the potential obstacles and challenges that doing gender-justice work with 

young children entails. 

Teachers and principals in my study described children as receptive and welcoming to 

their trans classmates or more generally to any child in the classroom who transgressed a gender 

norm. For example, a school administrator shared one kindergartener’s transition from male to 

female and recounted the other children’s reactions. 

They read the story [I am Jazz], and then they were sort of “OK, you know, when’s 

lunch?” You know, like, they were kind of going with it, and okay. And in general, we, 

saw so much less pushback than we did with parents, right? The kids were sort of, “OK, 

we get it. That’s fine. That makes sense to me.”  

In a similar vein, when sharing stories of queer and trans children in their institutions, other one 

principal explained, “If a boy is wearing a dress, [children] will just say, ‘Oh, that’s what he 

likes, and that’s OK with me’ . . .. I think that it’s natural for them to just accept people.” 

Similarly, one kindergarten teacher noted, 

All the other kids couldn’t care less. Like one day she’s wearing a dress. One day she’s 

wearing pants, one day she this . . . They didn’t care. One kid says, “Are you a girl or a 

boy?” And the other four-year-old said, “Is girl and boy, doesn’t matter,” like this with 
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her hands [shake off gesture]. And they were like, “oh, OK,” and then that was the end of 

it, but totally 100% the end of it, it didn’t matter at all. 

As seen in the quotes above, preschoolers and kindergarteners seemed more interested in 

continuing with their day and having lunch than in the fact that their classmate has transitioned 

(“They read the story [I am Jazz], and then they were sort of like, ‘OK, you know, when’s 

lunch?’”). They also did not mind a boy coming to school wearing a dress and they “couldn’t 

care less” if their classmate was a boy and now is a girl, both or neither. Based on these accounts, 

children, because of being children, embraced and welcomed gender differences. 

However, these stories contradict what poststructural scholars reveal about children’s 

active construction and negotiation of gender identities. As I detailed in my literature review, 

research has shown that young children actively negotiate the meaning and power ingrained in 

gender discourses as they construct themselves as gendered beings (Blaise & Taylor, 2012; 

MacNaughton, 2000; Thorne, 1993). For example, studies have found that young boys are 

louder, take up more classroom space, and regulate girls’ ability to assume assertive roles beyond 

the “private” home corner space (Callahan & Nicholas, 2019; Chapman, 2016; Taylor & 

Richardson, 2005). Likewise, in Yoon’s (2020) study, White girls policed their Black peer’s 

ability to assume princess roles. As she explains, “To construct and justify certain play scripts, 

children use gendered and racialized scripts to interpret the world and to set up their play (Yoon, 

2020, p. 3). Principals and teachers in my study quickly assumed that children’s disinterest was a 

sign of acceptance, while poststructural scholarship shows that children care a great deal about 

gender performances and transgressions. 

Whenever the adult/child binary emerged, I asked probing and follow-up questions to 

learn more about children. Sure enough, contradictions in the narratives emerged. The following 

is an exchange I had with a Physical Education teacher who identifies as non-binary. 
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Teacher: Kids are really fast to click on it [they/them pronouns]. Now, for some adults, it 

takes a little longer, you know?  

Researcher: Do kids ever misgender you?  

Teacher: So, hmm, like personally, like . . . while the kids I would say are better at 

latching onto this new idea than the adults in general, of course they make mistakes and 

especially the younger kids defer to saying he to me because you know, [I have] short 

hair. They are just seeing the very basics. So yeah, I get a lot of like, he. 

Only after reinstating the adult/child binary and assuring children’s goodness (“the kids I would 

say are better at latching onto this new idea than the adults”), the teacher admitted that students 

made mistakes regarding their chosen pronouns. 

Whenever the conversation moved away from parents and delved deeper into children, 

more nuanced and sometimes contradictory claims of childhood innocence and children’s 

gendered attitudes and behaviors emerged. 

For example, anecdotes of children holding firmly to gendered color rules abounded. A 

kindergarten teacher told me about a masculine boy in his classroom who forgot his gloves on a 

cold, snowy winter day. She offered the student a spare pair so he could enjoy the playground 

with his friends. However, the gloves were pink and for this kindergartener, wearing pink was 

non-negotiable. Upset, arms crossed and frustrated, he stayed alone in the classroom and missed 

recess. The teacher was unable to convince him to wear pink and enjoy outdoor time. As the 

teacher concluded, “Sometimes it’s like beating a dead horse, like you’ll, you’ll try and you’re 

trying your best, but they still want to do what they want to do.”  

Likewise, another teacher told me about a masculine boy in his kindergarten class (“the 

boyest boy in the boy world”) who would rather lie to their parents than color unicorns: 

I have this boy in my class, he’s got two gay dads and . . . I mean, he is the boyest boy in 

the boy world. And unicorn day happens and I sent all these kids masks to color and he 

[tells his parents], “I think we got lost it in the mail.” The dads are like devastated. All the 

other boys were coloring the unicorn masks, making a unicorn puppet . . . and [the dads] 

were, “We don’t know, he doesn’t like unicorns.” They were so sad. 
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These anecdotes contradict the claims that children, simply because of being young, are more 

flexible and malleable. They illustrate that gender-justice work is not always easier with 

children, and adults often struggle to change young children’s investments with gender norms 

(Sometimes it’s like beating a dead horse . . . you’ll try and you’re trying your best, but they still 

want to do what they want to do”). Neither teachers nor parents convinced these masculine 

performing boys of wearing pink and painting unicorns. Rather than passively surrendering to 

adults’ invitations to break masculinity norms, children resisted. One boy chose to lose recess, 

the other to hide the unicorn mask and claim it was lost in the mail. 

It is baffling how despite evident instances of child resistance and agency, the image of 

the innocent child prevails. As Dyer (2019) puts it, when conceptual childhood and queer 

theories collaborate, we can theorize “the aberrancies between the myth of childhood innocence 

and the lived experiences of children” (p. 11). Indeed, I frequently found the illusion of 

innocence running side-by-side with children’s agency. I identified innocence superimposed on 

clear instances of children reproducing, sustaining, questioning, or resisting gender discourses. 

For example, a drag performer who does read-alouds at schools shared, 

Kids sometimes ask like prying and probing questions which I find really cute and 

charming, you know, like . . . “Why are you wearing so much makeup?” Or even like 

“Are you a boy or a girl?” and . . . I don’t know, to me, I’m like that’s their curiosity, 

they’re trying to sort of understand what’s going on and that doesn’t bother me. 

As seen, “Why are you wearing so much makeup?” and “Are you a boy or a girl?” are questions 

that would arguably feel derisive or intrusive if an adult asks. However, when a child was the 

inquirer, intrusive questions became “cute and charming,” and the drag performer did not find it 

problematic (“that doesn’t bother me”). 

In a similar vein, regarding children’s comments on a trans girl classmate, a kindergarten 

teacher shared, 
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They were kind of just telling each other, “Oh, she was born with this name, but now 

she’s this name.” “Oh, like, I didn’t know that you could choose a new name for yourself, 

can I just do that?” Or things like that . . . It was more like the rumor mill of five-year-

olds, which is like extremely not offensive. 

While I do not know how said girl felt about her peers’ gossip, it is fair to say that it is painful 

and uncomfortable to have one’s friends talking behind your back. Nevertheless, the teacher 

equated kindergarteners’ rumors to “extremely not offensive.” Relevant issues such as a trans 

person’s right to privacy were minimized or simply ignored. 

Likewise, I found ECE educators equated gender policing to children’s ignorance. For 

example, I heard phrases like, “a lot of times you will hear a girl saying like ‘no, only girls can 

wear nail polish’ . . . they just don’t know, they have never been told right” (Kindergarten 

teacher); or, “Especially in the kindergarten and pre-K, you know, kids sometimes come 

repeating some things they have heard, you know, pink is for girls, and blue is for boys” (School 

principal). 

As evidenced above, childhood comes with the benefit of inculpability (Silin, 1995). 

Innocent children are incapable of wrong intent, particularly applied to White children (Dyer, 

2019), as detailed later. “Blameless” children are not agential subjects but passive reflections of 

their environment. They are naively “repeating some things they have heard,” or “they just don’t 

know.” None of children’s inquisitive questions, gossip, or investments with boy/girl rules result 

from their active and impactful participation in a gendered and hierarchical social world. Rather, 

children’s gender policing signals cuteness, curiosity, and ignorance. 

To clarify, I do not deny that kinship, openness, unconditional love, and acceptance are 

genuine effects children often display. What I find enticing to revise are our simplistic 

descriptions of children when children are beyond complicated. For what matters, the same could 

be said for the case of adults. Children are not always loving and accepting. Sometimes, they act 
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and say things that can be harmful. What would recognizing children’s agency afford as we 

disrupt gender norms in ECE classrooms? What if we were as compassionate with adults as with 

children when they make mistakes or when “they’re trying to sort of understand what’s going 

on?” What if we interrupt binary thinking and attend to the complicated, layered, and nuanced 

children’s resistances and adults’ “willingness to try”? 

Nevertheless, we continue thinking of adults and children in opposition and our rhetoric 

of childhood innocence prevails and coexists with outward childhood queerness. There is a good 

reason poststructural feminism and queer scholarship refer to the stories we tell about children as 

illusions, fictions, and myths (Bond Stockton, 2009; Bruhm & Hurley, 2004; Walkerdine, 1990). 

The Sanitization of Gender-Justice Work in ECE: How Discourses of Childhood Innocence 

Shape ECE Practices 

Following, I move from my analysis of how teachers talked about children (and adults) to 

explore more closely their gender-justice practices. As I have thoroughly elaborated, the 

adult/child binary pervaded my participant’s narratives. They described children as malleable 

and open-minded, in opposition to stubborn adults. They deemed children inculpable, lacking 

agency and unwittingly repeating what they have seen and heard from their adult environment. I 

have shown how adults downplayed children’s resistances (e.g., children’s prying questions as 

cute and charming) and claimed that disrupting gender ideas with young children was an easy 

endeavor. 

Now, I focus on what gender-justice work in ECE entails. I describe what teachers are 

doing to disrupt gender norms with their students. I interrogate how oversimplified notions of 

how children live and learn gender strongly shape their pedagogical and curricular 
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strategies. Shifting understandings of gender while leaving untouched understandings of 

childhood derails possibilities for transformative social change. 

Like Magnin’s (2022) recent work on elementary teachers’ strategies for supporting trans 

students, I have found that teachers’ efforts focus on (a) gender-neutral language and classroom 

grouping strategies, (b) Diversified representation, and (c) Reinforcement of diverse gender/sex 

roles. 

Gender-Neutral Language and Classroom Grouping Strategies 

When I asked principals and teachers what they did to disrupt gender in their schools and 

classrooms, all of them mentioned trying to decrease binaries. More specifically, they shared 

attending to binary gendered language and removing girls’ vs. boys’ classroom grouping 

strategies. For instance, on kindergarten teacher shared, 

I started to hear the things that are coming out of my mouth in a different way, you 

know? I would say to them, “Okay, ladies and gentlemen.” . . . I would say, “Oh, who’s 

wearing the fireman costume?” Instead of the firefighter . . . I started to realize that I 

wasn’t as good as I thought with my language. 

Likewise, another teacher expressed, 

Sometimes with the boys, I call them buddy. With the girls, I say sweetie more often. So, 

I’ve been catching myself with that. In the classroom, it’s easy to just say “friends” or 

“everybody” or whatever. “You all are so good at that” where in the past, I would have 

[said] “you guys were so good at that.” (Kindergarten teacher). 

As exemplified in the quotes above, teachers tried to eliminate binary and gender-coded 

language. They refrained from referring to children as “boys and girls,” “ladies and gentlemen,” 

and instead used alternative gender-neutral forms such as “friends.” The teachers recognized that 

using binary language holds the assumption that everyone is a boy or a girl and does not leave 

space for queer identities. They understood that boy or a girl are not the only possibilities of 

being, and they wanted their language to align. Likewise, they replaced masculine loaded terms, 

such as “guys,” when referring to gender-mixed groups and switched from gendered loaded 
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words such as “fireman” and “stewardess” for gender-neutral ones, such as firefighter and flight 

attendant, respectively. They acknowledged that words could reinforce gender stereotypes (e.g., 

fireman, buddy/sweetie) and mindfully avoided these terms. 

In addition to language, teachers replaced binary classroom management. As one 

kindergarten teacher explained, “I immediately switched my girls’ and boys’ lines to, ‘butterflies 

and caterpillar lines.” Likewise, another teacher shared,  

The past couple years, we got rid of boys and girls’ lines, something that people had 

used, not everybody, but some people did. That has to go, like we can’t be organizing 

things based on gender, because of kids who are LGBT and whatever, it’s ancient. 

(Kindergarten teacher) 

All teachers I talked with removed boys’ and girls’ lines, along with similar use of gendered 

groupings, such as girl and boy work partnerships, boys vs. girls’ competitions, girls’ and boys’ 

birthday goodie bags, and so on. 

Certainly, these works need to be pushed harder. Schools try to cancel binaries to regulate 

students’ school experiences, but they do so without actively proposing playful ways to affirm 

queerness and make space for fluid practice (Keenan, 2017; Keenan & Lil Miss Hot Mess, 

2021). Nonetheless, it is still important and necessary reflective work. 

Organizing students in boys vs. girls’ groups and using binary gendered language serves 

to reinforce the rules of masculinity and femininity and normalize heterosexuality, marginalizing 

queer and trans students while constraining gender performances for all. Most of the school 

principals and teachers implemented these changes because of the presence of queer or trans 

children in the school. Yet, they recognized that these practices benefit all children and that 

binary language and classroom management strategies should not have been there in the first 

place. 
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Diversified Representation 

The other widespread practice teachers used to make their classrooms welcoming of 

gender differences was representing more diverse gender/sex roles in the classroom. Primarily, 

teachers diversified representation through literature. As one teacher shared, 

What immediately comes to mind is, for lack of a better word, exposure through literacy. 

Like making sure that the books that we have in the classroom, making sure that things 

that are in our classroom are things that show diverse families, show diverse people, 

diverse cultures, things that really allow our kids to really see that there’s no right or 

wrong way to live your life. (3rd grade teacher) 

Similarly, a kindergarten teacher expressed,  

In kindergarten in particular, they read a lot of books about different types of families, 

different family structures. As well as books that kind of break the gender binary in some 

way, or that represent children in different ways. 

As the teachers described, they made sure to have books that portray different types of families 

and incorporated stories that represent queerness (“Books that kind of break the gender binary”). 

In fact, most children’s books picture boys and men in traditional masculine roles (e.g., playing 

sports, driving cars and trucks, going out for adventure). In contrast, girls and women are 

pictured in stereotyped feminine ways, such as wearing pink, taking care of babies, or cooking 

(Crawley, 2017; Lester, 2014) Likewise, the majority of children’s books represent traditional 

family structures. That is, a heterosexual married couple with kids (Crisp et al., 2017; Ryan & 

Hermann-Wilmarth, 2018). In this context, without teachers’ conscious intention, book 

collections in ECE most likely will reinforce and normalize binary gender scripts. 

However, while representation is necessary, it is not enough. In Yoon and Templeton’s 

(2022) words, “Facilitating the conditions for critically literate conversations . . . goes beyond 

exposure to difference” (p. 6). In this sense, one of the teachers quoted above made sure that 

books “show diverse people, diverse cultures, things that really allow our kids to really see that 

there’s no right or wrong way to live your life” (3rd grade teacher). As Luhmann (1998) 
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explained, the assumption here is that “with representation comes knowledge, with learning 

about lesbians and gays comes the realization of the latter’s normalcy, and finally a happy end to 

discrimination” (p. 121). 

But simply showing/representing diversity does not necessarily challenge the systems of 

power that regulate social difference. The teachers did not invite children to question how and 

why certain ways of living are deemed “right” while others are not only “wrong” but sometimes 

unlivable. 

Very young children already know the importance and consequences of getting their 

gender “right,” and representation does not magically shift their ways of thinking and being 

(Thorne, 1993). Classic and more recent poststructural studies show that when teachers increase 

visibility of diverse identities in literature, children tend to restore to dominant gender discourses 

(Crawley, 2017; Davies, 1989; Lester, 2014). In landmarking Davies’ study (1989), children 

claimed that feminist plots “were wrong”; that princesses cannot reject princes. More recently, 

Earles (2017) found boys de-identifying from “feminine, soft and caring” male characters. 

Simply modeling gender diversity is a limited pedagogical approach toward 

transformative change. As queer scholar Walcott (1998) explains, 

When pedagogies founded on role modeling are dominant, new tensions emerge. 

Whereas stereotypes are assumed to be capable of deconstruction, role models seem to 

take on a rather magical stability and then learning seems to be no problem for the 

learner. However, for there to be learning there must be a problem. (p. 133)  

Nonetheless, most teachers (mis)used representation of different identities and gender 

performances in books as an end goal, rather than an entry point to foster complex and difficult 

conversations. In this regard, one teacher shared that when a trans girl transitioned in her 

classroom, they read the book I am Jazz, co-authored by Jessica Herter and Jazz Jennings (2014). 
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The only thing I did, was [read] a book that everyone in the school had to read . . . I read 

the depth out of it. But I didn’t have any conversations with them because they are so 

little and they were so accepting. And it was no biggie. (Preschool Teacher) 

All the teachers in the school read I am Jazz. Although, as Walcott (1998) states, “for there to be 

learning there must be a problem” (p. 133), the pre-K teacher deemed it unnecessary to 

problematize gender identity with her students. In fact, she drew on the construct of childhood 

innocence and purity and thus assumed that reading a book was sufficient. In her words, “I didn’t 

have any conversations with them because they are so little, and they were so accepting. And it 

was like no biggie.” Arguably, teachers used books to silence rather than to promote complex 

discussion about gender and sexual issues. They included “positive representations” of various 

gender and sexual identities, though without facilitating time and space for children to critically 

engage with the text. 

For transformative change, queer theory argues, diverse books are insufficient. Teachers 

should attend to how students (and themselves) relate to the texts. So, for example, when 

children read I am Jazz and “it was no biggie,” were they signaling unconditional acceptance or 

possibly refusing to identify with the texts, disengaging from critical self-reflection? While 

diversifying stories is a necessary first step, attention needs to be placed on how children position 

themselves in relation to the knowledge the book introduces, making learning and change 

possible, or impossible (Luhman, 1998; Walkerdine, 1990). 

Books can be great opportunities for children and teachers to problematize their own 

positionalities, what it means for them and others to be who they are and who they want to be. 

But I found teachers diversifying books while masking difficult conversations that needed to 

happen, eluding the messiness of gender-justice work. 
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Reinforcement of Diverse Gender/Sex Roles 

The third and last general practice teachers engaged with to disrupt binary gender was 

encouraging children to assume more fluid gender roles. They encouraged boys and girls to 

engage in activities and roles beyond the boundaries of masculinity and femininity, respectively. 

For instance, a pre-K teacher expressed, 

If we need something heavy to be carried, we’re not only asking the boys to do that, 

we’re also asking the girls. And if we have baby dolls out, we’re not only expecting the 

girls to play with the baby dolls. We’re also encouraging the boys to use those materials. 

So just kind of shaping there. And same thing with cars and trains where the boys will 

usually be the ones who want to gravitate towards those materials; also encouraging the 

girls to use those. (Pre-K Teacher)  

Likewise, a school principal shared, 

If teachers needed to move classrooms, they often said, “Oh, I need two strong boys to 

carry these boxes.” But why does it have to be boys? It’s the assumption that only boys 

can carry heavy things. Or that that’s a role for boys. And girls . . . “Oh, I need, a girl to 

take this to the main office,” because they are secretaries. So, we were gendering roles or 

actions. And they don’t have to be gendered. And so those [were] things we discussed 

earlier when we were talking about inclusive language and that sort of things. 

As seen, principals and teachers encouraged children’s behaviors and attitudes that defy gender 

stereotypes. They encouraged boys to play with dolls and help with administrative work and girls 

to engage with cars and trains or carry heavy boxes. Other teachers also shared that they 

encourage children to assume non-heteronormative roles in the dramatic play area (e.g., playing 

two-mom/dad families). 

Relatedly, teachers positively reinforced children when they defied the rigid lines of 

gender performance. For instance, a teacher told their students, “Boys who come in with nail 

polish, ‘it’s super cool’” (Kindergarten teacher) or “If the girls are lifting up something really 

heavy, I would [say] ‘Wow, you’re really using your strong muscles” (Kindergarten teacher). 
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Evidently, teachers modeled and reinforced behaviors that cross the gender divide. 

Modeling and social reinforcement, however, are strategies based on the sex-role theory that the 

ECE field has been implementing for a long time now (Blaise & Taylor, 2012; Francis, 2006; 

MacNaughton, 2000; Robinson & Diaz, 2006). As in the ECE gender-equity programs that 

flourished in 1970s, teachers in my study relied on gender/sex role modelling strategies in the 

hope of expanding the ways in which children understand gender. 

However, poststructural scholars have pointed out the flaws of diversified representation, 

modeling, and positive reinforcement more than three decades ago. The sex-role theory is 

grounded on a simplistic sponge model of identity formation, where children are passively 

absorbing the gender-role models adults make available to them. As such, these strategies 

dismiss children as agents that selectively use the differential power that comes with gender 

positionalities (Davies, 1998; Henriques et al., 1984; MacNaughton, 1998; Walkerdine, 

1990). Indeed, I heard teachers literally referring to children as sponges:  

Children, it’s like, they’re sponges, and they, they really do pick up, they pick up 

everything. So, the same way that they have these ideas they have formed in their heads, 

the same way we can interrupt them. (Pre-K teacher)  

If children are passively absorbing and mirroring the gendered messages from the adult world, 

then disrupting gender stereotypes only takes exposing them to different messages (“The same 

way we can interrupt them”). 

Not surprisingly, the teachers in my study expressed frustration because they failed to 

change children’s gendered attitudes and behaviors. 

There were kids who would push back about these ideas and say, like, “Oh, no, I don’t 

really want to build with this girl. Because I don’t think she’s going to be able to build 

something interesting with me.’ And we would like read books about women who are 

architects. Or, if they didn’t want to play sports with girls, we’d read about women 

athletes, you know? But I think they . . . they also did continue to, like, play in this sort of 

gender segregated way and prefer to play with their peers. So, definitely, I think part of 
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teaching or part of my experience as a teacher has been letting go of the idea that I can 

change everything and being . . . I can change a little bit and, hopefully, that little bit can 

influence this kid. (Pre-k teacher) 

The boys just don’t sing. They just don’t. Some of them pretend, some of them just stand 

in there, but a lot of the boys “Oh, I can’t sing. I can’t do it. I’m not doing it. Blah, blah.” 

The girls are, “lalala,” my time to shine. And I always see that. It’s only ever the boys 

who are “I can’t sing, I’m not doing this.” And I don’t really know how to fix that. I’m 

trying. I don’t know if any of these things will work. But I’m trying . . .  When I show 

videos there’s boys singing, there’s tenors and basses. And I’m hoping that by showing 

boys doing these things, as adults, as their job, as their passion, as loving it, hopefully, 

that will change their view of it. And then, like I said, I like to use a lot of books. I use a 

lot with younger kids. Hopefully by seeing boys in the stories and boys in the videos 

doing stuff like this, hopefully that would . . . I don’t know, I don’t know if any of those 

things will work. But hopefully. (Music teacher) 

In the two examples above, the teachers responded to their students stereotyped and 

discriminatory gendered attitudes and behaviors using the classic strategy of offering counter 

role models. The kindergarten teacher read books about women architects and athletes to 

challenge boys’ beliefs on the girls’ poor ability to build with blocks and perform in sports, 

respectively. With striking similarity, the music teacher recounted her efforts to overcome boys’ 

resistance to sing. She showed videos and read books of men signing. What these teachers were 

missing, though, is that the young boys were positioning themselves within powerful masculinity 

discourses. As they did this, they effectively resisted their powerless positionalities as students 

and refused to comply with their teachers’ directives. In other words, boys in these anecdotes 

pushed back against girls’ and women teachers’ power. They were attempting to become equals. 

Like other studies show (Chapman, 2016; Choflá, 2016; Lee-Thomas et al., 2005), 

teachers’ sense of agency to disrupt children’s gendered attitudes diminished. In both examples, 

the teachers doubted the effectiveness of their practices. Their accounts resemble defeat, they 

simply hope they would work (“Hopefully I can change a little bit” “I don’t know if any of those 

things will work. But hopefully”). 
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In sum, from the 1970s to nowadays, the goal has slightly moved from blurring the 

gender lines between boys and girls to making space for trans and queer children. Yet, the means 

to achieve this goal remains largely unchanged. Modeling and reinforcement lack opportunities 

to recognize and question gender identity hierarchies, system of privilege and oppression, and 

the way children (and teachers and schools) reproduce and reinforce them. Approaching gender 

in ECE as apolitical rather than a site of identity contestation, these pedagogical strategies 

already proved unsuccessful to disrupt children’s gendered dynamics (Blaise & Taylor, 2012; 

MacNaughton, 2000; Robinson & Diaz, 2006). Diversity is represented, yet social justice is left 

out of the equation. 

Moreover, as the reader might have noticed, the teachers’ practices were still setting up a 

gender binary, encouraging girls to do “boys’ activities” and vice-versa. What is yet to be 

imagined is ECE pedagogy that opens space for gender fluidity. Classrooms that affirm transness 

and encourage gender performances to occur within liminal spaces that exceed and transcend 

boys/girls’ categories and resist rigid definitions (Keenan & Lil Miss Hot Mess, 2021). 

Challenging Innocence to Recenter Race in Gender-Justice ECE Work 

Against this background, I asked teachers why, despite their persistent efforts, children 

hold onto their gendered scripts. My question was meant to challenge the notion of pure and 

innocent children. It was an invitation to explore if children are simply passively absorbing the 

messages of the surrounding world or instead (like the boys in the example presented above) are 

negotiating and resisting power as they engage in identity work. Teachers responded, 

I’m not sure . . . that’s such a good question. Um, you know? I don’t know. There’s like a 

nervousness about just someone being different. Or if it’s just been ingrained in them by 

their parents and their culture. But I’m not sure what motivates a child to make fun of 

somebody else. Actually, I don’t, I don’t know what that is. (3rd grade teacher) 

You know, it’s a good, it’s a good question. Because the children often mimic their 

parents’ point of view towards things. But I don’t really know why. (Pre-K teacher) 
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In these responses, teachers somehow restored to sex-role theory explanations, in which children 

have little to no agency and are just mirroring adults’ models (“It’s just been ingrained in them 

by their parents and their culture”; “children often mimic their parents’ point of view”). 

However, every single participant I have asked “Why do you think children do this?” pointed out 

“That’s such a good question.” This was arguably one of the first opportunities they had to 

reflect on the matter. As they crafted their responses, they were left with a sense of 

dissatisfaction with the sex-role rationale (“But I’m not sure”; “But I don’t really know why”). In 

a few cases, the question triggered insights on identity as power, as the pre-K teacher below 

reflected, 

Yeah, I think that’s a really good question. I wonder if they were rewarded socially for 

doing that in a way . . . it’s boys who were “I want to play soccer with the boys and I 

don’t want to play with the girls,” were thought of as cooler and more leaders. And girls 

who were, “I’m gonna go to dramatic play and pretend to be the mom and lead this whole 

family,” they’re the more cool girls who people want to hang out with. And maybe, um 

yeah, I don’t know, I’m . . . this is a really interesting question because now I’m thinking 

about it in my classroom. The kids who play with their own gender are the more desired, 

like companion little way . . . This year, and last year, my kindergarten class [has] one 

girl who really just plays with the boys. And it’s always one girl. And I don’t know, I feel 

like they’re often excluded by the other girls too. And . . . Yeah, sort of going on a 

tangent now. But, last year, and this year, the girl who was the one girl who played with 

the boys was one of the only not White kid in the classroom too. So, I’m just like, 

thinking about all the dynamics and how that plays out socially for them. 

During our conversations, brainstorming on why young children act in gendered ways, allowed 

some participants to challenge their simplistic and neutral understandings of gender identity 

construction. The teacher above started thinking of the power that certain gender locations 

afforded to her students. She recognized that boys who successfully performed masculinity and 

girls who successfully performed femininity were “rewarded socially.” “Gender conforming” 

children had power over their classmates (“Thought of as cooler and more leaders”; “They are 

the more desired”). Conversely, children who ventured outside of traditional gendered 

performances were punished and excluded. 
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When she engaged in this critical exploration of gendered identity construction and 

challenged the notion that children are simply innocent and passive beings with no agency, she 

noticed that gender dynamics in her classroom were racialized (“The one girl who played the 

boys was like, one of the only not White kid in the classroom”). She suggested this insight was 

not relevant to our conversation on gender (“Sort of going on a tangent now”). Her connection, 

though, was not tangential. On the contrary, race and racism are central to understanding gender 

discrimination. Scholarship has shown the intersection of race and gender oppression in schools 

(Bryan, 2019, 2020; Ferguson, 2000; Marquez & Brockenbrough, 2013). Girls of color have 

narrow space to disrupt gender norms and when they do, it comes at higher costs (Carter 

Andrews et al., 2019; Morris, 2016; Morris & Perry, 2017; Yoon, 2020;). Likewise, this teacher 

realized that when a nonWhite girl in her class broke the rules of femininity (playing with the 

boys), the White girls discriminated against her. 

It is not by chance, I argue, that the teacher was able to bring race into the conversation 

on gender only after she questioned innocence and recognized children’s agency and power. 

Nineteenth-century construction of childhood innocence has been racialized White (Bernstein, 

2011). By claiming that children are innocent yet exclusively assigning it to the White body, 

childhood innocence in America has been a very effective tool to regulate racial relations 

(Bernstein, 2011; Garlen, 2019; Meiners, 2016). As Bernstein (2011) explains,  

Whiteness . . . derives power from its status as an unmarked category . . .. Childhood 

innocence—itself raced white, itself characterized by the ability to retain racial meanings 

but hide them under claims of holy obliviousness—secured the unmarked status of 

whiteness and the power derived from that status . . . What childhood innocence helped 

Americans to assert by forgetting, to think about by performing obliviousness, was not 

only whiteness but also racial difference constructed against whiteness. (p. 7) 

Historian Bernstein (2011) shows that during the nineteenth century, the construct of childhood 

innocence emerged as a (White) child who was oblivious to racial, gender, class, age, and other 
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social differences. Making child ignorance sacred yet attaching innocence exclusively to the 

White body has culturally and politically served to regulate racial relations. Black children, on 

the contrary, have historically been excluded from the benefits of innocence and inculpability 

(Dyer, 2019). Neither innocent nor sentient, they were enslaved and subjected to child labor 

(Bernstein, 2011). Also, in the name of child protection, to restore their innocence, Black 

children have been institutionalized in orphanages and reformatories, separated from their 

“childlike” Black parents (Webster, 2021). With Black children lacking purity and marked as 

deviant, the construct of innocent childhood reproduced racial ontologies (Meiners, 2016; 

Webster, 2021). To borrow Hannah Dyer’s (2019) words, “Childhood innocence is not assigned 

to all children in equal amounts . . . some children are withheld the benefits of being inculpable” 

(p. 1). Black—as well as Latinx, Native Americans, and other children of color—are seen as less 

worthy of the Western notions of innocence and childhood (Henning, 2021). 

“While the history of deeply racialized constructions of the child is documented, the 

continuation of this legacy is less visible and not popularly understood” (Meiners, 2016, p. 35). 

This is especially problematic in a context in which, as I have shown, gender-justice work is 

doubling down the discourse of innocent children in need of protection. As Bond Stockton 

(2009) invited us to ask, “How does innocence, our default designation for children, cause its 

own violence?” (p. 5). 

The childhood “state of holy obliviousness” is still uniquely effective in the maintenance 

of the status quo. As the following reflection of a preschool teacher demonstrates,  

I think the most difficult part, and whenever we talk about social justice, or tackling these 

big world issues is I don’t want to point out differences or inequality and like, take away 

the innocence of these super bright, innocent, happy, joyful kids, right? . . . Last year . . . 

when I taught about Martin Luther King, Jr. and I said he was a Black man, one of my 

kids said, “What does that mean? He’s a Black man?” And I was, “oh my god, I’m 

tainting him!” I’m pointing out all these differences that he didn’t even know about. So it 
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happens that way for me with gender too . . . I think that is the biggest challenge is I don’t 

want to take away their innocence or make something difficult or challenging or 

complicated. When it’s going to be complicated for their whole lives. I don’t want to be 

the one that starts to make it complicated. Sometimes I’m like, let’s just live in bliss. 

This teacher identifies the risk of interrupting innocence as the main challenge when doing social 

justice work (“The most difficult part, and whenever we talk about social justice . . . is I don’t 

want to point out differences or inequality and like, take away the innocence”). She does not 

identify her student’s ignorance (“What does that mean? He’s a Black man?”) as produced by, 

nor reproducing racial violence. Instead, she considers that ignorance holy. Rather than 

discussing racism, she would prefer to protect (White) innocence (“Oh my god, I’m tainting 

him!” I’m pointing out all these differences that he didn’t even know about.) Teaching the 

history of Black people in America, naming racism and gender discrimination contaminates 

children’s purity. 

Note how she assumes childhood transcends the complexities of the adult world. She says 

children live in bliss—“a state of perfect happiness, typically so as to be oblivious of everything 

else” (Oxford Learner’s Dictionary, n.d.). Children are unaffected by social injustices, let alone 

reproduce them. Innocent children living in a state of holy ignorance, needing to be shielded 

from conversations that, in fact, impact childhood, particularly marginalized ones. Issues of race, 

class, and gender are viewed as deterrents to a blissful childhood, one that shields White middle 

class children from the intersecting oppressions impacting nonwhite, poor, disabled children. 

However, as Garlen (2019) concludes, 

In elevating childhood innocence to essence, we have constructed silence as safety, 

believing that as long as children are oblivious to the depravity of the adult world, they 

are protected from it. But, in the face of social injustice, silence is not protection. It is 

complicity. (p. 65) 
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Two Moms and Two Dads: The Impossibility of De-Sexualized Gender Justice 

Another prominent way in which the protection of childhood innocence showed up in 

teachers’ practices is through the de-sexualization of gender. Policy stakeholders, PD providers, 

principals, and teachers explained that they distinguish gender identity from sexual orientation to 

address potential pushback. In one policy stakeholder’s words, “Parents have to get gender 

identity is not sexual orientation. They don’t get it.” Similarly, a PD provider explained,  

It’s a very common barrier, and it’s probably one that I address immediately, which is, 

“Why would we do this work with a three-year-old; four-, five-, six-year-old? Why are 

we talking about gender and sexuality at that age?” And the minute you say, well, 

actually, we are not talking about sexuality, so let’s just make it clear that we’re talking 

about gender development. 

Many school-level actors echoed the same sentiments, 

One of the main things is how to address [gender in] early childhood. I think people also 

are uncomfortable because they’re thinking, sexuality and not gender identity. So, if we 

take away the sexuality part and put it as part of gender identity, that makes it a little 

easier. (1st grade teacher) 

As illustrated in the quotes above, breaking apart sexuality from gender identity reduced adults’ 

anxieties and made gender-justice work in ECE feasible or at least somewhat endurable. Kathryn 

Bond Stockton (2009), in her groundbreaking work on queer childhood, already recognized this 

process. She reflected on a televised show that portrayed parents affirming their trans children’s 

identities, 

Strikingly, decisively, no mention is made of object of choice, attraction, or sexuality in 

reference to these children, not even for the teens. And this, perhaps—this absence of any 

sexual conceptions—is why [we] can offer this program” (p. 8). 

In line with Stockton’s reasoning that the show on trans children can be offered because of the 

removal of all sexual allusions, I found that the “purification” of gender from sexuality 

warranted—yet I will later show it mainly hindered—gender-justice work in ECE classrooms. 

For children are and should remain innocent of sexual knowledge and desire, ECE teachers 
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purified gender. Once gender and sexuality are theoretically dissociated, gender-inclusive work 

in ECE becomes a developmentally appropriate practice, and moral panic is contained 

(Robinson, 2013). 

In my conversation with district policy actors, PD providers, school administrators, and 

teachers, the claim that gender and sexuality are not the same sounded like a broken record. 

One PD provider explained, 

We talked about this in all of our programs . . . LGBTQ like lumps together two very 

distinct concepts, you know LGB is the sexual orientation piece, and then the T is gender 

identity . . .. So, there’s these two concepts that get lumped together when we talk about 

them, but they are distinct so, when we talk in schools, we talk about what’s different, 

what are each of the concepts. 

In a similar vein, other PD providers explained, 

The first point is that just separate gender from sexuality; that sexual orientation, sexual 

behaviors, sexual romantic sexual preferences, whatever, are different than gender. 

Gender identity, gender expression, so it’s sort of like the foundation. 

A big part of education for professional development is to help teachers understand, like 

the distinction between [gender and sexuality], that gender can exist on its own, as a very 

separate thing. 

As seen in these quotes, the partition of gender from sexuality was presented as the common 

ground, a baseline conditional understanding to prepare teachers for gender-justice work in 

schools. Primarily “talking about what’s different,” was a core component of teacher training. 

However, while PD providers explain that “gender can exist on its own, as a very separate 

thing,” queer perspectives rethought gender and sexuality as intertwined and mutually 

constitutive (Butler, 1990; Kumashiro, 2002). “Children draw upon gender discourses to perform 

and construct their identities. To do this, children must have sexual knowledge” (Blaise, 2010, p. 

4). Hence, the omnipresent claim that “if we take away the sexuality part and put it as part of 

gender identity, that makes [gender justice in ECE] a little easier (1st grade teacher),” is anything 

but an oxymoron. 
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To clarify, I recognize gender and sexuality are linked yet different concepts. But what 

feels urgent to examine is our insistence on demarcating gender identity and sexual orientation, 

all for the sake of childhood innocence, instead of trying to understand their connections. 

On the surface, this “purification” of gender from sexuality seems to facilitate gender-

justice work in ECE. It alleviates parents’ concerns and allows teachers to say and do things like 

read stories about queer and trans children, which would otherwise be outside the realm of 

“developmentally appropriate practices.” However, teachers’ reluctance to recognize sexuality 

within gender, in fact, hinders radical and meaningful gender-justice work in ECE. Following, I 

will show how the de-sexualization of gender for the sake of child innocence blocked gender 

justice by analyzing teachers’ use of literature. As it turns out, the books teachers and 

policymakers allowed into ECE classrooms, and those they did not, constitute powerful 

examples of how de-sexualizing gender is rendering “gender inclusion in ECE” paradoxically 

very exclusive. 

During my interviews with teachers, we discussed We are Little Feminists: Families, by 

Archaa Shrivastav (2020). It is a tiny book that showcases pictures of real families, accompanied 

by a rhyming text. For the most part, teachers received the book positively, demonstrated with 

expressions such as “Oh, I love it!” and “So cute.” However, their demeanor unmistakably 

shifted when reaching the picture of a trans person pregnant (Figure 1). The following is an 

exchange I had with a Pre-K–3 teacher. 
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Figure 1 

Excerpt of We Are Little Feminist: Families 

 

 

Note. Source: https://littlefeminist.com 

Teacher: Alright, wait, wait, wait, wait, that . . . this one . . . um . . . he’s a trans man. 

Researcher: Why did you say “wait, wait, wait”? 

Teacher: No, because I am thinking like, if I show this to my students, they would, there 

will be like, you know, a lot of questions. Probably like, why this? Why did this man get 

pregnant?  

Researcher: What would you do then? Would you include this book in your classroom?  

Teacher: Oh, my goodness. Help me, help me. How would I do? Like, how would I 

explain it to them? What would you say? Is it safe to say like, oh, this is actually... 

because men don’t get pregnant. 

Researcher: This a man and is pregnant. 

Teacher: Right [long silence]. You know what, like, okay, like, the first few pages, 

they’re cute, like this page, I think, “yes. I don’t mine.” And then you turn the page and 

like, wait, wait, okay. Because there’s gonna be a lot of questions like . . . hmm. 

Questions that I’m going to admit, I don’t know how to answer. 
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This teacher replaced his initial enthusiasm with confusion and doubts. He referred to pictures of 

families with homosexual and heterosexual parents as “cute.” He deemed images of families 

with two moms or two dads adorable. Yet, he doubted showing this book to their students 

because they would have difficult questions—“Why did this man get pregnant?”—for which he 

allegedly did not have the answer. Instead of knowing this trans person has a uterus where their 

baby is developing, he refused to talk about the sexed body and reproductive organs. In his 

refusal, he violently erased the realities of some trans adults from his ECE practice. 

I encountered similar reactions from other participants, where they also refused to 

acknowledge the trans person. 

As a teacher, I don’t know that I would want to be the one to tell a four-year-old this 

whole story behind that, not because I would have trouble with that. But because I would 

be afraid of the backlash from the parents. Yeah, that would be my thing. Like when they 

asked me all the time where the babies come from . . . I don’t want to tell them before 

their parents. (Pre-K teacher) 

I, myself, would not read this to kids as a read-aloud, because I don’t feel qualified to 

have the discussion . . . Because I just, I don’t, I wouldn’t know how to talk about that. 

It’s like we’re talking about . . . it’s a little bit different. (School librarian) 

The first teacher anticipated potential parents’ backlash because of “the whole story behind that,” 

which she linked to the question of “where babies come from.” The librarian was plainly unable 

to name sex and reproduction and replaced it with an ellipsis “It’s like we’re talking about . . .” 

Underlying the comments and silences around a pregnant trans man is a discomfort with the 

trans body. The pregnant trans man seems to represent, for teachers, the entanglement of gender 

and sexuality. Unable to disentangle sexuality and gender in this image, it is clear that educators 

would rather violently erase transness than confront the spectrum of gendered bodies. 

While teachers mentioned they are mindful to include books with “different types of 

families,” it appears that “different types of families” does not equal “all families.” In this case, it 

excluded parents with visible transness. Books about families with two moms and two dads, on 
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the other hand, abound in ECE. Although not heterosexual, families with two moms and two 

dads largely comply with the Western nuclear family structure. As such, they have become 

normative enough to be legible and included in ECE. Like heterosexuality that circulates 

unnamed in pictures and dramatic play, through the “different types of families stories,” teachers 

have found a way to talk with kids about homosexuality without talking about it. 

In this regard, one kindergarten teacher reflected, 

What vocabulary is appropriate? What language . . . LGBTQ, right? There are posters all 

over our school building. So, if a child stops and says, “Oh, what’s this?” . . . Now you’re 

saying the vocabulary, right? Lesbian, bisexual, transgender, and if they’re, ‘What’s 

lesbian?’ How do you explain that? To a kindergartener what is appropriate? Is it . . . Um, 

women that are in a relationship? . . . Are you only talking about it in a family sense? So, 

are you describing it in this way? In kindergarten, it would be ‘a family where someone 

has two moms.’ How are you explaining the definition? At that age? I definitely think 

that different kinds of families is one of the best ways to go about all these conversations 

in kindergarten. 

Note how the teacher struggled to explain sexual orientation beyond the comforting space of the 

nuclear family. Many other teachers shared similar struggles and concerns. A kindergarten 

teacher who identified as gay expressed frustration because, 

A lot of the early childhood books . . . they don’t use the actual correct language . . . They 

have two moms and two dads . . . But it doesn’t actually use the language. Like it doesn’t 

say, “they’re called lesbian or gay.” It’s like, there’s a fear to actually use the word. 

One teacher shared that she put away a fairy tale book because it displayed a single-sex kiss, yet 

she reads stories about single-sex parents. In her words, “Heather Has Two Mommies . . . it’s just 

another story. I haven’t read the fairy tale. So, I think because we’re not . . . we’re just talking 

about different families (1st grade teacher). Likewise, a librarian who worked for the DOE told 

me they removed Mr. Watson’s Chickens (Dapier, 2021) from a list of “culturally relevant 

books” because the last page shows Mr. Watson and his partner Mr. Nelson in pajamas lying in 

bed. She reasonably conjectured, “It was the bed. I think it seemed too intimate.” In We Are 

Little Feminist: Families, single-sex partners are also lying in bed (Figure 1). But, contrary to 
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Mr. Watson and Mr. Nelson, their kids are next to them. These are single-sex parents. Simply 

put, in ECE, lesbians can only be two moms, and gays can only be two dads. 

One of the teachers above raised relevant questions: “What’s lesbian?” How do you 

explain that?” In the end, she concluded, “different kinds of families is one of the best ways to 

go.” However, gender and sexuality rise above the notion of families, adding several limitations 

to approaching gender identities more fully. 

First and foremost, as I pointed out regarding We Are Little Feminist: Families, while we 

are “affirming” young trans children and families with homosexual parents, we exclude trans 

adults—especially when they show signs of transness, such as a trans pregnant person. Teachers’ 

reluctance to make visible trans parents further erases the available gender identities for queer 

and trans children—or at least the ones that could be made public in spaces like school. Through 

erasure, trans parents and their children often struggle with inclusion. While teachers seemed 

afraid of parental reactions, it was clear from their statements that attending to all parents (e.g., 

trans parents) was not their main priority. Rather, fear of parents was inequitably applied to the 

dominant and normalized family structure. 

Moreover, keeping sexual orientation developmentally appropriate—that is, simply 

referring to families with two moms and two dads—excludes the lives of so many, if not the 

majority of queer people. It conveys that the one and only valid choice for adulthood is to be in a 

monogamous relationship and have kids. This narrative renders illegible the lives of so many 

people whose life choices depart from this traditional structure. The U.S. Census data indicate 

that the proportion of unmarried adults has substantially grown during the last decades. In 2021, 

of all U.S. households, 28% were single-person households, compared to 13% in 1960 (U.S. 

Census Bureau, 2021b). By 2019, roughly four-in-ten adults ages 25 to 54 (38%) were 
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unpartnered, compared to 29% in 1990 (Fry & Parker, 2021). When disaggregated by sexual 

orientation, the proportion of unmarried lesbian, gay or bisexual adults are estimated to be even 

higher at 47% (Brown, 2020). 

ECE teachers read same-sex headed families’ stories, yet they censored images of trans 

adults. LGBTQ topics were frequently reduced to “different kinds of families.” Some teachers 

sensed the limits of reducing gays, lesbian, queer, and trans adults to mothers and fathers, 

(“What’s lesbian?” How do you explain that? . . . Are you only talking about it in a family 

sense?) but they still found the family framework as “the best way to go.” Images of gay and 

lesbian families are now more accepted and included in NYC’s ECE classrooms, yet queer and 

trans bodies are violently pushed apart, along with the lives of those who simply choose other 

forms of relationships that defy the family norm. 

In short, for the sake of de-sexualizing gender-justice work, the “different types of 

families approach” recreates narrow acceptable scripts for queerness. It erases the realities of 

trans adult lives and fails to recognize queer forms of friendship and relationships, which are 

central to the lives of queer or unmarried people (Gilbert et al., 2019). 

Why are all The Nannies Swimming? The Impossibility of De-Racialized Gender Justice 

As I have pointed out, the construct of childhood is not innocent (Bernstein, 2011). In 

America, “the doctrine of innocence has operated to maintain White supremacy . . . [and] works 

against the agency and dignity of most children by perpetuating silence about social injustices” 

(Garlen, 2019, p. 54). The (White) innocent child is theoretically oblivious to all gender, age, 

race differences, a child that does not know harm, neither should know it. Raced White, the 

construct of the innocent child in need of protection is effective in maintaining the social status 



 168 

quo. When we invoke innocence at risk, when we mobilize the need for protection, we reproduce 

the racialized meanings attached to the child (Garlen, 2019; Meiners, 2016). 

I analyzed teachers’ use of “different kind of families” literature and posited that the 

assumption of childhood innocence undergirding this approach, where kids’ access to sexual 

knowledge needs to be regulated, renders very violent ECE practices. 

In a similar fashion, I will now analyze a rich anecdote one kindergarten teacher shared, 

when she was reading aloud the book Julian is a Mermaid, by Jessica Love (2018). The story 

tells about Julian’s love of mermaids and desire to be one. Many other teachers mentioned this 

book as part of their collection. 

Julian is a Mermaid does not take up binary narratives of girl-to-boy/boy-to-girl 

transitions (which are common in children’s books; Lester, 2014). The story features a family of 

color and cross-generational queer kinship (Halberstam, 2018) between Julian and his beloved 

caretaker Abuela. The book does not define nor categorize. It faces the reader with an uncertain 

and undefined space that resists being named. The story does not specify Julian’s gender and it is 

also unclear if the mermaids are real mermaids, Julian’s fantasy, drag queens, performers at a 

Carnival or pride parade, or whatever the reader can imagine about who and where they are. 

Teachers valued Julian is a Mermaid as a great book. They appreciated its approach to 

gender fluidity and its representation of Black and Brown bodies. The pictures of Black and 

Brown women in the book enrich and complicate the textual story about Julian. Although many 

of the teachers used the book to isolate gender fluidity rather than address the obvious 

intersections of race and gender. Thus, this disentanglement meant that the potential for 

racialized gender readings were obscured and missed, even when children’s reactions to the book 

beg for them. For example, consider the exchange recounted by a teacher,  
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Teacher: I was reading, you know, the book, Julian is a Mermaid? So, I read that book, 

not too long ago. And in the beginning, there’s like a picture of, like, very curvy, thick, 

dark-skinned women in water [see Figure 2]. And one of my students calls out and says, 

“Why are all the nannies swimming?” And I just was like, what? [laughs] Wow, wow. 

Researcher: So, what happened? 

Teacher: I just continued [reading]. But now I am more conscious, like when choosing 

books to represent curvy black women in ways that are not being a nanny. Yeah, I’m not 

calling her out on her ignorant comment. It’s not her fault, right? She’s grown up in this, 

this is what she saw, what she has been exposed to. So to me it’s more of taking that 

comment in my head and realizing “Okay, I have to make sure that she now sees these 

curvy, dark skinned women in a in a way that’s not just as a nanny.” So it’s things like 

that . . . This little blond-haired blue-eyed girl only knows thick Black women to be 

nannies, right?  

 

Figure 2 

Excerpt of Julian is a Mermaid 

 

“Why are all the nannies swimming?” is a unique teachable moment. It is an entry point to 

critically explore why domestic and childcare workers in the U.S. are disproportionally Black, 

Latina, and immigrant women, severely underpaid, and likely to live in poverty (Austin et al., 

2019; McLean et al., 2021). The answer to the question “Why are all the nannies swimming?” 

traces back to the ways in which colonialism and slavery, patriarchy, and racial capitalism have 

shaped domestic labor in America (Joffroy et.al., 2021). Black women in the U.S. have been 

raising White children since the times of slavery. For centuries, they have been portrayed as 

mammies and nannies expected to serve and care. Their current overrepresentation in the 
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childcare workforce and poor working conditions is a case of history colliding with the present 

(Vogtman, 2017). 

But none of these critical issues are explored with the children. The learning opportunity 

is lost. Engaging with the pictures in the book, a girl posited a question that confronted her and 

the rest of the classroom with a past that the teacher was not expecting to find in the textual 

telling (Farley & Henry, 2019). The teachers, then, responded with holy obliviousness. She 

displayed signs of anxiety and discomfort when the topic of race and racism emerges (“I just was 

like, what? [laughs] Wow, wow.”) and responded with avoidance (“I just continued”). She later 

implemented a traditional “diverse representation” strategy (“I am more conscious, like when 

choosing books to represent curvy black women in ways that are not being a nanny”), a 

pedagogical approach for which I have thoroughly elaborated on its limitations. 

What is relevant to notice is that said obliviousness and avoidance (“I just continued), the 

restoration of the status quo, is afforded by the mobilization of childhood innocence. In the 

teacher’s words, “I’m [not] calling her out on her ignorant comment. It’s not her fault, right?” 

The teacher claimed it was not the child’s fault. She kept her innocent and described her as a 

passive product of her environment (“This is what she saw, what she has been exposed to”). In 

fact, she not only described the girl as very innocent, she also described her as very White, “This 

little blond-haired blue-eyed girl.” This scene happened in a gentrified school with 60% of White 

students, within a district where White kids make up more than 15% of the student body. If this 

White innocent girl, as the teachers claimed, had only seen Black women as nannies, it has not 

been by chance. Yet, protecting the girl’s holy ignorance, the teacher and everyone in the room 

can refuse to address the issue. 
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The inquiry about nannies swimming has colonialism, slavery, patriarchy, and racial 

capitalism embedded in it. But as others have shown and as this example demonstrates, anti-

colonial education and gender-justice work, requires disrupting childhood innocence (Farley & 

Henry, 2019; Templeton & Cheruvu, 2020). While it might not be this girl’s fault, it is certainly 

hers (and everyone’s) responsibility to know better and stop being complicit. 

To summarize, the ideology of childhood innocence pervades and hinders gender-justice 

work in ECE. However, the theoretical construct of childhood innocence is racialized White 

(Bernstein, 2011). As such, it serves to administer gender, class, and—above all—racial relations 

(Garlen, 2019; Meiners, 2016). This kindergarten teacher read Julian is a Mermaid by way of 

bringing queerness to her practice. But one of her students identified with the text in a way that 

unexpectedly agitated the harmony of the classroom. This 4-year-old girl’s question evinced, 

once again, that gender-justice work must be anti-racist work. However, by mobilizing the notion 

of childhood innocence, her teacher restored the status-quo, while perpetuating and reproducing 

gender and racial violence in her gentrified preschool classroom. 
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Chapter 6: Conclusion and Implications 

To recapitulate, over the last decade or so, trans and queer children’s visibility has 

increased, and significant changes took place at the discursive and policy levels (Butler-Wall et 

al., 2016). Taken for granted, understandings of the sex/gender binary are being challenged and 

the medical narrative that framed transness as pathology has shifted. Organizations such as the 

American Academy of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry and the World Professional Association 

for Transgender Health now endorse gender-affirming care practices (Coleman et al., 2022; 

Movement Advancement Project, 2023b). At the educational policy level, many U.S. states have 

passed laws that prohibit discrimination of trans and queer children in schools (Movement 

Advancement Project, 2023c). Multiple school districts have enacted policies and administrative 

guidance to support schools in becoming more welcoming spaces for gender difference 

(McQuillan, 2022; Meyer & Keenan, 2018). 

Nonetheless, changes in public narrative and policy do not necessarily translate into 

better school experiences for trans and queer children. Schools (re)produce restrictive forms of 

masculinity and femininity. From preschool all the way up to high school classrooms, cis-

heteronormativity shapes institutional and curricular practices (Blaise & Taylor, 2012; Martino, 

2022; Pascoe, 2012; Phipps & Blackall, 2021). Despite policies in place, queer and trans students 

experience daily discrimination and harassment, and students of color experience heightened 

levels of violence (Kosciw et al., 2022; Truong et al., 2020). Moreover, increased visibility and 

legal protections have triggered fierce backlash, with legislative efforts trying to erode trans 

rights and censoring LGBTQ curricular content (ACLU, 2023; Movement Advancement Project, 

2023a.). 
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In this context, the NYCDOE developed a set of Guidelines on Gender to support trans 

and queer students. Using a policy-as-practice approach that does not take a policy for granted 

but understands that negotiations of power always shape policymaking, I critically examined the 

NYCDOE’s Guidelines on Gender formation and appropriation processes, with a particular 

focus on the policy taken up in early childhood settings. Locating the NYCDOE’s gender policy 

within a larger historical, social, and material context, I unveiled which perspectives the policy 

empowered and which ones they silenced and with what consequences. 

I found that DOE stakeholders engaged in a top-down, technocratic form of “LGBTQ” 

policymaking that largely dismissed the knowledge and perspectives of school communities and 

grassroots trans activist movements. Instead, the DOE prioritized the input of mostly cisgender, 

White, and wealthy people. Moreover, against a larger historical and current sociocultural 

context of fierce conservative backlash, the DOE authorities remained hesitant to disseminate the 

policy and invest the necessary resources required to support all schools. In a context where the 

DOE neglected schools’ communities from the policy formation and did not properly 

disseminate it, I found teachers have never read the Guidelines and were unaware of the PD 

opportunities and other resources available to them. 

Paradoxically, the DOE’s traditional form of policymaking that overlooks the need for 

collective action and deliberation and dismisses school communities as relevant policy 

influencers aggravates all the fears and concerns in schools that the DOE tries to minimize. It 

also results in policy content and procedures that reproduce gender and racial violence. Rather 

than queering gender, I found that the policy often reinforced binaries. Moreover, the policy 

relied on some mechanisms, such as families requesting special accommodations or increasing 
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systems of control and surveillance that are detrimental to students for queer students and 

families who suffer interlocked forms of oppression. 

At the micro level, like the DOE, I found educators were also fearful of potential parents’ 

pushback. I argued that teachers’ fear of parents is, in large part, indicative of a larger binary 

ideology, one that places close-minded adults in opposition to unconditionally loving children. 

While my participants described adults as resistant and close-minded, unlikely to revise 

their gender beliefs, they described kids as flexible and open-minded. They claimed that the main 

challenge was dealing with parents’ complaints and that doing gender-justice work with young 

children was easier because children are naturally more accepting than adults. Possibilities to 

work with parents and open space for positive change were often overlooked. On the other hand, 

multiple anecdotes provided evidence that teachers often struggled to change young children’s 

investments with gender norms. However, despite clear instances of child resistance and agency, 

the image of the innocent child prevailed. Teachers continued to argue that it was parents, but 

almost never children, the ones that make gender-justice work challenging. 

The sediment construct of childhood innocence shaped early childhood gender-justice 

practices, becoming a significant impediment toward transformative change. Teacher gender-

justice practices were grounded in simplistic views of how children learn and construct 

themselves as gendered beings. Many of the classroom activities resembled the pedagogical 

strategies the ECE field used in the 1970s. Teachers used gender/sex role modeling strategies, 

showing pictures, books, and videos with diverse gender and sexual identities. Most teachers 

(mis)used representation of different identities and gender performances as an end goal, rather 

than an entry point to foster complex and difficult conversations. They included “positive 

representations” of various gender and sexual identities, though without facilitating time and 
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space for children to critically engage with the texts. They did not attend to what type of 

identifications were happening between the children and the readings and how those children’s 

positionalities made learning and change possible or impossible (Luhman, 1998; Walkerdine, 

1990). Simply put, the pedagogical practices implemented assumed representation, in and of 

itself, would automatically shift children’s gendered beliefs, attitudes, and behaviors. Teachers’ 

pedagogical practices rarely provided children opportunities to critically examine and question 

the meaning and consequences of their gendered positionalities (Davies, 1998; Henriques et al., 

1984; MacNaughton, 1998; Walkerdine, 1990). 

Another prominent way in which childhood innocence showed up in teachers’ practices 

was through the de-sexualization of gender. To address parents’ concerns and potential 

pushback, teachers stressed that gender was different from sexuality and, thus, a developmentally 

appropriate topic in ECE. The de-sexualization of gender for the sake of child innocence blocked 

gender-justice work, rendering “gender inclusion in ECE” paradoxically very exclusive. In 

particular, I have shown that teachers reduced sexual orientation to “different kinds of families.” 

They defined sexual orientation by referring to two moms and two dads. However, teachers’ 

discomfort with addressing issues of sexuality with young children erased queer lives that defy 

the family norm and disavowed the spectrum of gendered bodies. 

Last but not least, as teachers mobilized the ideology of the innocent child in need of 

protection, they reproduced racial violence. The construct of childhood innocence has been, from 

its inceptions, racialized White (Bernstein, 2011; Garlen, 2019; Meyer et al., 2016). The image 

of innocent and sentient children oblivious to racial and gender differences was historically 

attached to the White child body (Bernstein, 2011). Side-by-side with the figure of the White 

innocent child, Black children have been portrayed as neither sentient nor innocent, and 
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accordingly they have been denied the benefits of presumed innocence through law and social 

policies (Dyer, 2019; Ferguson, 2000; Meiners, 2016; Webster, 2021). 

As policy stakeholders, PD providers and ECE educators mobilized the construct of the 

innocent child in need of protection, they neglected its racialized nature. In doing so, rather than 

protecting children they protected whiteness and sustained the social status quo. As I 

exemplified, a preschool teacher explicitly mentioned struggling to talk about race and racism 

with her students because she did not want to “taint” the kids by pointing out social differences 

to which children are ostensibly oblivious. Likewise, a kindergarten mobilized the construct of 

childhood innocence by claiming that it was not her student’s fault and refused to address an 

important child inquiry regarding racial and gender oppression in domestic work. In short, for the 

sake of protecting children’s “holy ignorance,” teachers silenced interlocked social justice issues 

of race, class, and gender, shielding White middle class children from the intersecting 

oppressions impacting nonwhite, poor, disabled communities. 

Simply put, shifting understandings of gender, without revising understandings of 

childhood hinders the possibility of radical progress. 

Implications for Policy 

As other scholars have argued, and as this study showed, addressing LGBTQ issues 

without intersectional lenses and trans-informed frameworks renders a form of White supremacy 

(Bracho & Hayes, 2020; Kean, 2021; Omercajic & Martino, 2020). In the case of NYCDOE’s 

gender policy, I have shown, primarily cis, White, wealthy perspectives shaped the policy. 

Relatedly, I have elaborated on how the DOE engaged in top-down, managerial policymaking 

that prioritized “expert perspectives” from legal and mainstream lesbian and gay advocacy 

organizations while neglecting or simply ignoring perspectives from trans grassroots activism 
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and school communities. As I explained, these policymaking processes resulted in policy content 

and procedures that in many ways (re)produced racial and gender violence. 

In this sense, the NYCDOE case has larger implications for educational and gender 

policymaking. Well-intentioned policy initiatives might do a lot of harm when they involve top-

down mandates rather than collective and democratic forms of participation, dialogue, and 

decision-making (Douglas Horsford et al., 2019). First and foremost, gender-justice educational 

policy efforts should prioritize the knowledge of those it intends to primarily affect. That is, trans 

and queer people, people of color, school staff, students, and parents. For policy to foster cultural 

change, it needs to open space for all stakeholders to engage in authentic and democratic 

deliberations, affording a more comprehensive understanding of the intersecting experiences, 

perspectives, and needs of all students, schools, and families. 

Educational policies aimed at improving the school experiences of trans and queer 

students should be trans-informed, as well as embrace conflict—in the sense of making space for 

dialogue and deliberation of different perspectives, fears, and concerns. The NYCDOE framed 

pushback as a negative policy outcome to be avoided. However, “pushback,” or more properly, 

conflict and dissidence, is a constitutive and necessary part of democratic policymaking that 

strives for social change. We need policymaking processes and structures that embrace and 

scaffold dissent and deliberation, affording a more comprehensive understanding of the needs of 

trans and queer students and the nuanced perspectives and experiences of all teachers and 

parents. As one of the policy stakeholders I interviewed stated, “It can be done if it’s done the 

right way, and you have to involve all members of the school community and you have to work 

with them and let them vent their fear and their frustrations.” 
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Implications for Practice 

Scholars have for a long time addressed the construct of childhood innocence and its 

implications for ECE pedagogy (Blaise & Taylor, 2012; Robinson, 2013; Silin, 1995). 

Nonetheless, the image of an innocent child in need of protection is nowadays circulating with 

full force within gender-justice ECE practice (and policy), with little to no acknowledgement of 

the ways in which this ideology is undermining gender-justice efforts. 

I found that in ECE practice, teachers’ revisions of (racialized) gender need to be coupled 

with critical approaches to childhood. In my interviews, I asked teachers why children often 

enact hegemonic forms of masculinity and femininity while engaging in gender violence toward 

their classmates. As I showed, teachers found the inquiry appealing (all of them pointed out “that 

is such a good question”). They arguably did not have previous opportunities to reflect on why 

children act in particular ways. When they intentionally reflected on the issue, many teachers 

expressed dissatisfaction with the common explanation that children passively mirror 

surrounding cultural messages. Some even recognized the entanglements of race and gender. In 

short, gender-justice in ECE does not only require challenging binary gender but indefectibly 

necessitates challenging childhood innocence. We need teachers to reflect more often on why 

children act the way they do and with what consequences. These are questions the ECE field 

needs to infuse throughout pre- and in-service teaching spaces. 

Last but hardly least, as I have described, the pedagogical strategies teachers 

implemented aimed to either remove gender as a relevant factor shaping classroom dynamics 

(e.g., using gender-neutral classroom management practices) or to challenge gendered, 

stereotyped behaviors in ways that still set up binaries (i.e., teachers tried to engage girls in 

“masculine” behaviors and vice-versa). While teachers had revised binary understandings of 
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gender, none of these pedagogical strategies more bravely affirmed, celebrated, and encouraged 

queerness. Keenan & Lil Miss Hot Mess (2021) identified drag as a promising way of bringing 

queerness to the ECE classrooms. The curricular and pedagogical strategies I identified through 

this study, however, suggest that in ECE practice we might want to explore ways to not only 

respect but celebrate transness and make space for fluidity to flourish. 

Implications for Research 

Finally, the study has implications for future research, which largely stem from the policy 

and practice implications I pointed out above. First and foremost, the analysis of NYCDOE’s 

Gender Guidelines demonstrated that for research that can help advance gender policies, 

researchers need not take the policies for granted. Rather, future research on gender and 

educational policy needs to continue unpacking the negotiations of power that go into the policy 

processes and their unintended consequences. This is of utmost importance within a context of 

increased trans visibility, where states and districts are putting in place new gender policies and 

administrative guidance. Relatedly, as I shared in the Limitations of the Study section because I 

interviewed the network of actors involved in the creation and dissemination of the Gender 

Guidelines, I ended up working with a sample of overwhelmingly White cis stakeholders. I did 

not capture firsthand the trans of color perspectives that the DOE also excluded from the policy 

processes. Future research that brings light into the affordances and limitations of gender policies 

such as the NYCDOE’s Guidelines needs to bring to the forefront trans of-color grassroots 

activism perspectives. 

Second, in this study, I showed that fear and avoidance of pushback profoundly shape 

policy and practice. The DOE and most school actors focused on minimizing and avoiding 

pushback, rather than trying to thoroughly understand it. In this regard, scholarly work should 
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not take pushback for granted. We do not have a thorough and nuanced understanding of the 

nature of parents’ fears and concerns. Where do these fears come from? When and how do they 

emerge? What intersectional factors and social dynamics shape them? And most importantly, 

how can we move past them? In this study, I provided “hints” where school communities were 

able to learn and change. I shared, for instance, that a school principal understood that “families 

can have concerns, can have questions” and worked through, rather than against parents’ fears. 

This is all to say that we need more research that unpacks the nuanced and messy nature of 

community pushback, and that amplifies stories of how schools successfully navigate it. 

Lastly, within classrooms, I have shared how teachers do not necessarily open space for 

more fluid practice. As research continues to bring light onto gender-justice pedagogy, we 

should also explore and encourage further possibilities for queer celebration in ECE spaces. In 

this sense, researcher-practitioners’ partnerships and action research methodologies could 

explore ways of bringing queer play and movements, queer creativity, and fantasy to the ECE 

classroom. While rigid femininity and masculinity norms restrict all children (and adults), this 

study’s findings indicate that ECE research and practice have yet to explore powerful joyful, 

colorful, and creative forms of queer ECE practice for all. 
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Appendix B: Teacher Interview Protocol  

Date: Participant ID:  

Introduction of the Researcher and the Study 

I am Carolina, I am originally from Argentina, where I was an ECE teacher. I moved to the U.S. 

for grad school and I am now a doctoral student at Teachers College, Columbia University. I am 

doing my doctorate in Curriculum and Teaching, with a concentration in Early Childhood Policy. 

So, in this study I am looking at how early childhood teachers are making sense of NYC gender 

policies, and I am interested in learning from the work you do regarding gender justice. Thank 

you so much for taking the time to talk with me, I am really grateful. Before we start, it is 

important for me to say that I am not here to evaluate your work, but to listen and learn from 

your perspective and experiences. Still, if there are any questions you do not feel comfortable 

talking about, it is totally fine to skip them, please feel free to tell me. Also, if I say or do 

anything that you consider inappropriate, please let me know, I would appreciate it. Is there 

anything you want to ask me before we start?  

OPENING/RAPPORT & BACKGROUND 

1. So, tell me more about you: Who are you, how did you become an ECE teacher?  

2. And now moving from the policy level to this school...Can you tell me about your 

school? How would you describe it to me, what do you think I need to know about this 

place?  

GENDER PRACTICES  

1. What does gender-justice in ECE mean to you? What does the work involve?  

2. How did your ideas about gender in ECE evolve?  

2.1. What sources or experiences motivated these changes?  
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3. What are, if any, the challenges that you have experienced?  

3.1. I heard from many other teachers that many parents expressed concerns, what are your 

experiences in this regard?  

3.2. And what about kids? What are their responses?  

3.2.1. Why do you think children act in these ways? 

4. So, this is children’s book, it’s titled We are Little Feminists: Families. It portrays pictures of 

reals families, with an accompanying poem. Let me read you an excerpt and the I would love 

to hear your opinion on using this book in your classroom. 

GENDER POLICIES  

5. As you might know, in recent years the DOE has published and updated a series of 

Guidelines on Gender. I am interested in learning more about this NYCDOE gender policy, 

and how it is, if at all, shaping ECE practice. Are you familiar with this policy?  

5.1. When, where, and how did you learn about it? 

5.2. How, if at all, have this policy affected your practice? Why?  

5.3. Have you participated in any PD training in gender in ECE?  

CLOSING  

9. If you had a magic wand, and could pick 3 things you would like to change to improve 

about gender in ECE, what would that be?  

10. In a more realistic and concrete scenario, what kind of extra supports do you think you 

need to continue improving?  

11. Later today at home, if you think about me and this conversation and you say 

“Oh, she didn’t ask me anything about this!” What would that important question that I 

am missing would be?   
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Appendix C: Principal Interview Protocol  

Date: Participant ID:  

Introduction of the researcher and the study  

Thank you so much for agreeing to participate in this study and taking the time to talk with me, I 

am really grateful. So, I as you already know, in this study I am interested in learning from the 

work your school is doing regarding gender justice. Before we start, it is important for me to 

emphasize that I am not here to evaluate you or your institution, but to listen and learn from your 

all your perspective and experiences. I value the efforts you are doing to become a more gender- 

inclusive kindergarten and I want to hear about it. Also, if there are any questions you do not feel 

comfortable talking about, it is totally fine to skip them, please feel free to tell me. Also, if I say 

or do anything that you consider inappropriate, please let me know, I would appreciate it. Is there 

anything you want to ask me before we start?  

OPENING/RAPPORT & BACKGROUND 

1. So, first I would like to know more about you: Who are you, how did you become this school 

principal?  

2. If I were a mom of a kindergarten that has just enrolled my kid in this kindergarten, and I ask 

you to tell me about this institution. What would you tell me? What makes this place special, 

distinctive from other kindergartens?  

GENDER PRACTICES 

2. When and how did your institution begin to engage in gender-justice work?  

3. What are the changes you have implemented?  

4. What are the challenges you have encountered?  

GENDER POLICIES 
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5. As you might know, in recent years the DOE has published and updated a series of 

Guidelines on Gender. I am interested in learning more about this NYCDOE gender policy, 

and how it is, if at all, shaping school practices. Are you familiar with this policy?  

1. When, where, and how did you learn about these policies?  

2. What do you think about them?  

3. Have you facilitated these policies to the teachers? And to the families?  

4. What changes, if any, did they bring to your school?  

4. Did you or your staff participated in any professional development focused on gender-justice  

in ECE?  

CLOSING  

7. If you had a magic wand, and could pick 3 things you would like to change to improve 

the gender-inclusive work you do here, what would they be?  

8. In a more realistic scenario, what kind of extra supports do you think you need to 

continue improving?  

9. Later today at home, if you think about me and this conversation and you say “Oh, she 

didn’t ask me anything about this!” What would that important question that I am missing 

would be?  
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Appendix D: District Policy Stakeholder Interview  

Date: Participant ID:  

Introduction of the researcher and the study  

Thank you so much for agreeing to participate in this study and taking the time to talk with me, I 

am really grateful. So, I as you already know, in this study I am interested in learning about how 

NYCDOE’s gender policy is being implemented in schools, especially in ECE, as I am a former 

preschool teacher. I understand you have been part of the creation and/or implementation of the 

Guidelines so I would love to learn from your all your insider perspective and experiences. As 

specified in the consent form, if there are any questions you do not feel comfortable talking 

about, it is totally fine to skip them, please feel free to tell me. Also, if I say or do anything that 

you consider inappropriate, please let me know, I would appreciate it.Is there anything you want 

to ask me before we start?  

1. So, to start with, I would like to know more about you: Who are you? How did you start 

working at [...]?  

2. What does your job here involve?  

3. Can you tell me more about your work in relation to NYCDOE gender policy?  

3.1. What about the write-up of these documents? Who were the actors involved?  

3.2. I noticed that the Guidelines have been recently updated. What was the rationale for 

updating and releasing these new texts?  

3.3. How are these texts “landing” in schools?  

4. What do you think have been NYCDOE major successes regarding gender issues at schools?  

5. In contrast, what obstacles have undermined your work? What do you think needs further 

improvement? What is it needed to get there?  
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6. Later today at home, if you think about me and this conversation and you say “Oh, she didn’t 

ask me anything about this!” What would that important question that I am missing would 

be?  
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Appendix E: PD Provider Interview  

Date: Participant ID:  

Introduction of the researcher and the study  

Thank you so much for agreeing to participate in this study and taking the time to talk with me, I 

am really grateful. So, I as you already know, in this study I am interested in learning about how 

NYCDOE’s gender policy is being implemented in schools, especially in ECE, as I am a former 

preschool teacher. I understand you have been part of the creation and/or implementation of the 

Guidelines so I would love to learn from your all your insider perspective and experiences. As 

specified in the consent form, if there are any questions you do not feel comfortable talking 

about, it is totally fine to skip them, please feel free to tell me. Also, if I say or do anything that 

you consider inappropriate, please let me know, I would appreciate it.Is there anything you want 

to ask me before we start?  

1. So, to start with, I would like to know more about you: Who are you? How did you start 

working at [...]?  

2. Can you tell me a bit of the history and work of […]? 

3. And how did your relationship with the DOE develop? 

4. What does the programming that you do in NYC schools entail?  

4.1. How do you connect with potential schools and teachers?  

4.2. What challenges do you encounter while doing this work? 

4.3. What are your different audiences’ reactions?  

5. As you might know, in recent years the DOE has published and updated a series of 

Guidelines on Gender. What’s your opinion on these policy texts?  
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6. If you had a magic wand, and could pick 3 things you would like to change to improve the 

gender-justice work you do here, what would they be?  

7. Later today at home, if you think about me and this conversation and you say “Oh, she didn’t 

ask me anything about this!” What would that important question that I am missing would 

be?  

 


	List of Tables
	List of Figures
	Acknowledgments
	Preface
	Chapter 1: Introduction to the Study
	Statement of the Problem
	Rationale
	Statement of Purpose and Research Questions
	Overview of NYCDOE’s Gender Guidelines
	Significance of the Study
	A Note on Language and Definition of Terms

	Chapter 2: Literature Review
	Mainstream Theories on Gender
	Biological Determinism and the Brain-Sex Theory
	Social Constructionism and the Sex-Role Theory
	The Nature vs. Nurture Debate in ECE

	Poststructural Feminism: Gender, Discourse, and Power
	Queer Theory: Unsettling Gender/Sex Binaries and Childhood Innocence
	Gender Policies and ECE Practice
	Parents
	School Leadership
	Teachers’ Identities
	Official Policy
	Individual Anti-Bullying and Trans-Inclusion Frameworks in Cissexist School Cultures
	Whole-School Approaches and Trans Students in K-12 Classrooms

	Studying NYCDOE’s Gender Policy-As-Practice

	Chapter 3: Methodology
	Research Design
	Research Context
	Participants
	Data Collection Instruments and Procedures
	Interviews
	Document Collection

	Methods of Data Management and Analysis
	Ethical Considerations and Researcher Positionality
	Limitations of the Study

	Chapter 4: A Rainbow in the Shades: Unpacking the Social, Political, and Historical Forces that Shaped NYCDOE’s Policy Processes
	“Wow, I Didn’t Know That These Existed”: On School’s Unawareness of the Policy
	“Doing The Most, While Rocking the Boat the Least”: DOE’s Fear of Pushback
	Children of the Rainbow: Locating the Gender Guidelines Within a Larger Historical Context
	Children of the White Rainbow
	Champions, Legends, and Heroes of Color: Silenced Perspectives in the Rainbow Battle

	The Whiteness in NYCDOE’s Gender Guidelines Formation
	The Unintended Consequences of the DOENYC’s Gender Guidelines
	Reinforcement of Binaries
	Reinforcement of Fears and Resistances
	Procedures that Presume and Serve White Families
	Revictimization Through Reporting and Surveillance


	Chapter 5: Pure and White: How Childhood Innocence Prevents Gender Justice in ECE
	Parents are the Worst? Complicating Adulthood and Teachers’ Fears of Parents
	Is it Much Easier When a Child is Three or Four? Complicating Childhood and Gender-Justice Work in ECE
	The Sanitization of Gender-Justice Work in ECE: How Discourses of Childhood Innocence Shape ECE Practices
	Gender-Neutral Language and Classroom Grouping Strategies
	Diversified Representation
	Reinforcement of Diverse Gender/Sex Roles

	Challenging Innocence to Recenter Race in Gender-Justice ECE Work
	Two Moms and Two Dads: The Impossibility of De-Sexualized Gender Justice
	Why are all The Nannies Swimming? The Impossibility of De-Racialized Gender Justice

	Chapter 6: Conclusion and Implications
	Implications for Policy
	Implications for Practice
	Implications for Research

	References
	Appendix A: Recruitment Brochure
	Appendix B: Teacher Interview Protocol
	Appendix C: Principal Interview Protocol
	Appendix D: District Policy Stakeholder Interview
	Appendix E: PD Provider Interview

