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Editor’s Note 
 

 
There have been a few changes lately – starting with our name! WILLA served us well for years, and 
GALA reflects what the journal and assembly have always done: foreground gender in our pedagogical 
practices. The name change just makes it official.  

Another change is that after three years Katherine Marco stepped down as editor of WILLA. We want to 
thank Katherine for her wonderful work, for her commitment to the scholarship of gender and literacy, and 
for her enthusiasm for the “This I Believe” series. Thank you, Katherine, for everything. We also hope now 
that she is no longer the journal’s editor, Katherine will write for GALA! 

I was delighted to take over where Katherine left off. A university professor, former literacy consultant, and 
a feminist scholar, I was and am honored to be able to help all of us continue our focus on gender and 
literacy, particularly in the K-12 classroom. I look forward to your submissions and urge you to send along 
articles, essays, reviews, lesson ideas and reflections. You can submit online at 
galasubmissions@gmail.com.  

Change is good; change is growth. I hope you will help me celebrate the assembly’s and our journal’s 
changes by reading the essays in this issue and letting me know what you think. 

All the best, 

Megan Sullivan, Ph.D. 
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This I Believe 
 
 

By Dr. Gilbert Dueñas 
 
Trust my own instructional philosophy. I must believe in my own voice—to fundamentally stir the hearts 
and minds of my students. Through first-hand experience, I have realized that what we (as educators) say 
and do in the classroom matters not only to the students, but also to us as well. Likewise, I believe that my 
professional presence and interactions with students is the result of not just one but several relentless efforts 
to fine-tune my subject matter expertise and pedagogical practices. To draw upon a former ESPN 
sportscaster, Stuart Scott (2014), “...what matters in the grand scheme of our life journey...is how you live, 
why you live, and in the manner that you live.”  Applying that profound sentiment to the classroom setting 
and my deportment, I believe that what I do each day, each week, and each successive year must serve as 
inspiration for my students. I realize that part of my pedagogical beliefs is that I must place my students’ 
thinking, or their individualized strategies for interpreting and solving questions of literacy, mathematics or 
science, at the heart of classroom discourse. Similarly, as the classroom teacher, it is imperative that I 
genuinely listen to the character of their conversations, because these conversations reflect household 
knowledge and life experiences and acknowledge what they have brought into the school setting. It is this 
kind of encouragement that will excite children to become responsible agents for social justice in their 
neighborhoods, local communities, and country.  In sum, I need to believe in and articulate a concise 
instructional philosophy that resonates with the intellectual minds and perspectives of today’s diverse 
learning communities.  
 
Explore multiple instructional perspectives or intentional strategies for enriching school learning. I 
truly believe that the give-and-take of classroom discourse on issues relevant to students’ lives and prior 
experiences is key to what we (as educators) hope to develop: strong, vibrant, and intelligent citizens. 
Whether the tool that we have planned involves small group discussion, virtual activity, dramatization, or a 
written reflection, it is absolutely essential that each student feel empowered to express his/her own 
thoughts, motivations, and aspirations. From 11 years as an educator, I respectfully assert that such candid 
conversations can be a framework for students to realize and value the spectrum of mutual similarities and 
global perspectives. Briefly drawing upon the research of Dixson and Rousseau (2005) and Ladson-Billings 
(1999), meaningful dialogue that entails reflection and critical expression of divergent viewpoints can help 
move the barometer away from misperceptions and stereotypes and toward authentic counter-stories about 
minorities not ordinarily heard.   
 
In conclusion, it is my fervent belief that students who now occupy our classrooms are no longer to be 
treated as bystanders, or as those who simply receive information.  Rather, it is our fundamental duty to 
bestow on children the resolve to become what they dream such as investigators, interpreters, 
constructivists, writers, thinkers, as well as better, informed citizens.  What a wonderful legacy that we can 
all contribute toward our nation, the United States of America. 
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Developing Literacy Skills in Children with Visual Impairments 
 
 

By Charlotte Cushman 
 
Motivation and a positive attitude play a significant role in reading achievement for all children.  In 
addition, regular access to books and materials that are interesting and meaningful ensures that students 
will have the opportunity to practice their skills, which also results in improved performance.  Although 
research specific to children with visual impairments has not been done on this topic, it can be assumed that 
motivational and attitudinal factors, as well as consistent access to literacy materials, would have the same 
importance for children with vision loss as it does for others. 
 
Generally girls perform better than boys do on reading tests, and researchers have long been trying to 
determine why this is the case. Girls tend to read more and spend more time on homework overall, and 
research indicates that attitudinal factors also make a significant difference. In the general population, 
Logan & Johnston (2009) noted that girls had better reading comprehension, read more frequently and had 
a more positive attitude to reading and school.  Their results indicated that smaller gender differences were 
found in reading ability than in attitudes and frequency of reading. Similarly, McGeown, Goodwin, et al 
(2012) found that girls had significantly higher intrinsic reading motivation than boys. Because these 
results were related to attitude rather than ability, it may be assumed that these differences could be 
extended to all children, regardless of the format they use for reading.  
 
While there have been numerous studies on the role of gender in reading skills in the general population, 
there has been very little research done specifically among children with visual impairments. In studies of 
children with visual impairments, gender is rarely controlled as a variable, given the low incidence of 
visual impairments. While a recent study from Greece on braille reading (Argyropoulos and Papadimitriou, 
2015) found that female participants made more errors on average in all subscales, the size of the study and 
the nature of the Greek language may affect the results and, thus, it is not possible to infer that the same 
holds true for American students.  Because braille relies on different skills than print, specific research 
needs to be done to identify what role gender plays, if any. There is some evidence that young girls 
(without visual impairments) are more attuned to social cues than boys, and some evidence that boys 
(without visual impairments) are better with tasks related to spatial understanding. The field would benefit 
from further research in these areas, as interpretation of non-verbal social cues is typically a challenge for 
individuals with visual impairments, and a strong understanding of spatial relationships is crucial to the 
development of braille skills. 
 
If, as the research suggests, motivation and attitude are a significant factor in the development of literacy 
skills, then it is essential to provide children who are blind or visually impaired with appropriate materials 
to foster the same interest in reading as their sighted peers.  This means that they need to have access to 
books on the same range of topics, and not to be relegated to select only among what is available in braille 
or in their preferred format. 
 
While children who are blind or visually impaired comprise a small percentage of the total school age 
population, they need special techniques and materials to help them to develop literacy skills alongside 
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their sighted peers.  This includes determining the individual student’s preferred learning medium, ensuring 
that the student has access to materials in the appropriate format, and providing formal instruction.  
 
The single biggest factor in the development of literacy skills in children who are blind or visually impaired 
is not gender, but rather access.  People who are sighted do not often spend much time thinking about 
accessibility, as there is a constant barrage of print everywhere throughout the day.  Billboards, television 
advertisements, and tabloids in supermarket checkout aisles all shout for our attention.  We see others 
texting, surfing the Internet, flipping through magazines, checking shopping lists, and reading books for 
pleasure.  Children who are blind have a very different experience of this. Without visible models of people 
reading and writing, individuals with visual impairments may not realize how common print is in the 
environment.  If they do not observe someone creating a shopping list, reading a recipe, or balancing a 
checkbook, they may not know that literacy is in action all around them. 
 
In addition to this lack of incidental learning, children who are blind do not have the same exposure to 
literacy as their sighted peers to begin to associate text with meaning.  Young children can typically 
recognize packaging on their favorite cereal boxes or snack foods long before they learn to read the 
labels.  They begin to associate the word “Girls” or “Boys” written on the bathroom door with the location, 
and names of stores or street signs provide exposure to printed words that young children begin to sound 
out as they start to identify letters.  Children with visual impairments need to be provided with similar 
opportunities in order to develop the same skills. 
 
In order to develop these skills, children who are blind must have access to materials in a range of formats, 
including braille, large print, auditory, and tactile.  This includes labeling items at home and in the 
classroom, just as one does for a child who is sighted.  Braille or tactile labels can be placed on lockers, 
desks, doors, shelves or anywhere the child goes regularly.  Books should be available with real objects, 
raised lines, braille and large print at the child’s reading level.  Children should be taught their location, so 
that they can go and find materials whenever they wish.  It may be helpful to designate a specific shelf in 
the home or classroom for these materials. 
 
For young children, seeing the illustrations in picture books is a critical part of the early literacy 
experience.  Story boxes are a great way to create a similar experience for young children with visual 
impairments.  Objects associated with each page or event in the story are collected and placed into a 
box.  When it is time to read the book, the child can examine the object and develop an understanding of 
the meaning of the words as she begins to associate it with the object.  For example, in “Blueberries for 
Sal” a bucket, blueberries and boots can all be gathered into a box, and the child can make the blueberries 
go “plink” in the bucket, just as Sal does in the book. 
 
Young children often enjoy making their own books about their experiences.  Initially real objects can be 
collected and attached to each page, and the child can dictate the story as the adult writes it in braille.  A 
story about bath time might include a swatch of a towel and a bar of soap, for example, and a trip to a 
restaurant might be represented by a straw or plastic spoon.  The braille or large print text on each page will 
develop more meaning for the child as he begins to associate the objects and experiences with each 
corresponding word. 
 
Textures and braille overlays can also be added to picture books to make them accessible to children who 
are blind.  When adding textures or providing tactile representations, it is important to identify one or two 
critical elements on a page, rather than to bombard the child with too many textures that might not provide 



 
 
GALA Journal: A Journal of the Gender in Literacy and Life Assembly, Vol. 21, Dec. 14, 2015 
	

 10 

meaning or be easy to discriminate.  A book about a dog may have a swatch of fur on one page and a collar 
with a jingling tag on the next page, but not every other detail would need to be added. 
 
These techniques and others may be incorporated to increase access to literacy materials for beginning 
readers who are blind or visually impaired.  Other young children will benefit from these same experiences 
and the inclusive experience will ensure that literacy is available to ALL.  Although there is well-
documented information about best practices and techniques that motivate children with visual 
impairments, further research is warranted on the role of gender differences in this population. 
 
For more information about literacy for children who are blind or visually impaired, please visit Paths to 
Literacy: http://www.pathstoliteracy.org/  
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Critical Literacy and Gender: Tensions in Discourse and Identity 
 
 

By Katharine Covino 
 
Purpose of the Study 
Traditional literacy learning and critical literacy learning represent two different viewpoints or models for 
literacy pedagogy. The intersection of these two models, or the infusion of critical literacy and gender 
into an already established, early-elementary literacy curriculum, results in changes and challenges for the 
teacher and the students. In such a charged environment, different types of tensions emerge (Gee, 2012; 
Rogers & Wetzel, 2014).  Some of these tensions are intrapersonal tensions - existing within a single 
individual (Bloome et al. 2004; Cunningham & Enriquez, 2013).  Others are interpersonal tensions - 
existing between multiple individuals and texts (Aukerman, 2012; Cherland, 1994; Davies, 2003; Gonick, 
2007; Hall, 1998; Keddie, 2008; Labadie et al., 2012; Leland et al., 2005). 
 
Positioned at the intersection of these two divergent models for literacy pedagogy, the urban, second 
grade students

1 
in this study found themselves in a state of tension with their texts, their peers, and their 

teacher. Of these three types of interactions, the most engaging, complex, and controversial were the 
students’ interactions with their instructor. The lack of agreement between the divergent and 
contradictory gender-linked Discursive identities resulted in moments of tension. The purpose of this 
study, then, was to explore these moments of tension, in which the students’ gender-linked Discursive 
identities clashed and collided with the teacher’s gender-linked Discursive identity. These tensions 
provided a set of rich and complex set of data points that spoke to the very heart of the intersection of 
critical literacy and gender. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
1 

All names used in this article are aliases. 
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Theoretical Framework 
This study focused on tensions in Discourse and identity that emerged, intermingled, and conflicted with 
each other, within and between the participants and the texts, during literacy instruction in an urban, 
second grade classroom. Designed to explore the nature of these tensions and the way they intersected 
with the teaching and learning of critical literacy and gender, this critical micro-ethnography clearly 
resided within the post-modern paradigm and aligned with a number of theoretical perspectives, most 
notably feminist theory (Gilligan, 1982), poststructuralist theory (Davies, 1999; Weedon, 1997), feminist 
poststructuralist theory (Blaise, 2005; Walkerdine, 1992), critical theory (Kamler 1999a, 1999b; McCarty, 
2008; Maclean, 1999; Orellana, 1999) and identity theory (Gee, 2012; 2014). 
 
Participants 
 
The School 
One gap in the research where gender studies is concerned is the dearth of projects conducted in early 
elementary school classrooms. Of these, still fewer are carried out in diverse, underserved settings (Kanka 
et al., 2011). Therefore, the selection of this school was prudent in that it aligned well with the 
fundamental aims, questions, and design of this study, and also because it was positioned to offer new 
insights into gender research in a neglected, under-investigated research setting. The school was diverse, 
and offered access to a multifaceted student body (in terms of race, SES, reading proficiency, and other 
variables). 
 

Race % of School % of District % of State 

African American 7.4 6.6 8.7 

Asian 34.5 29.9 6.1 

Hispanic 33.8 29.4 17.0 

Native American 0.0 0.1 0.2 

White 20.8 31.0 64.9 

Native Hawaiian, Pacific Islander 0.0 0.0 0.1 

Multi-Race, Non-Hispanic 3.5 3.1 2.9 

 
Table 1 - School, District, and State Population Statistics - Race 
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Title % of School % of District % of State 

First Language not English 34.1 39.6 17.8 

English Language Learner 24.9 29.4 7.9 

Low-income 84.9 75.1 38.3 

Students with Disabilities 17.3 15.1 17.0 

Free Lunch 71.8 66.3 33.6 

Reduced Lunch 13.1 8.8 4.7 

High Needs 89.9 82.1 48.8 

 
Table 2 - School, District, and State Population Statistics- Language, Income, and Special Needs 
 
 
The Students 
In terms of SES and other variables, the students participating in the study mirrored and reflected the 
larger profile of the school. Of the 21 students who participated in the entirety of the study, 11 were 
female and 10 were male. Looking more closely at the make-up of the class, 11 students were ELLs 
(English Language Learners), and four had received referrals for SPED (but only one of the referrals 
was processed.) Additionally, there was one student with an IEP in the class. In terms of literacy 
ability, the teacher identified the class as lower performing in general, but noted that students were 
equally split in terms of ability. 
 
The Teacher 
With more than 17 years of experience in the classroom, the teacher in this study identified as a veteran. 
Well-practiced at teaching second grade and other grades in early elementary school, the classroom 
teacher was also deeply committed to reflective self-improvement and continuing education. During her 
diverse teaching career, she earned her Master’s degree, as well as her ELL Certification for grades 1-6.  
Additionally, she frequently attended professional development workshops and was one of the only 
teachers at the school routinely paired with student teaching candidates. The classroom teacher was 
excited to embrace new challenges and to engage with research investigating critical literacy and gender. 
 
Research Methodology 
 
Data Collection 
Data collection for this study began in early September, 2014 and ended in late December, 2014.  This 
4-month time frame allowed for a significant stay in the field, during which thematic observations and 
patterns were noted and from which substantive claims could be made. Consistent with the critical 
ethnographic method, a number of different types of data were collected, including curriculum 
guidelines, school texts, writing rubrics, critical literacy integration suggestions, notes/transcripts from 
planning and reflection meetings, researcher memos, transcripts from class videos, and student writing 
samples. 
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Data Analysis 
I analyzed the entire corpus of data using three progress means of analysis. First, I used constant 
comparison analysis, a branch of thematic analysis, to sort the data into broad codes and sub codes. These 
preliminary codes arose from a thoughtful amalgamation of three sources - the literature review, the 
research questions, and the data. Then, to better understand the interconnections that wove in and through 
my roughly partitioned data set, I used Gee’s (2012) thematic organization, a branch of critical discourse 
analysis with a focus on tensions and conflicts, as a second lens for review. With this second pass through 
the data, I focused my attention on a close examination of moments of contrast and collision in the spoken 
and written texts I had collected. Finally, to enhance and refine my use of tension as a lens, I selected two 
data analysis tools - Discourses and identities - to facilitate a closer, more granular look at the data (Gee, 
2014).  To examine the complex array of Discourses and identities that emerged, intermingled, and 
conflicted within and between the participants and texts in the study, I created two frameworks. I designed 
the second of these to offer insight into the students’ perspectives; most particularly the ways the students’ 
dynamic Discursive identities existed in a state of tension with the Discursive identities they encountered 
during literacy instruction. 
 
Discussion 
During this study, the students frequently conversed about issues related to gender. While sometimes they 
agreed with the views voiced by adults, often they did not. The resulting tensions in Discourse and 
identity were both rich and problematic. The complexity of these conflicts arose from the inbuilt power 
bias that existed between the adults and children in the second grade reading classroom. That is to say, 
when the students challenged the gender-linked Discourse of their texts and their peers, they did so from 
positions of equal footing. That was not always the case with their encounters with adults. 
 
The Art Lesson - what is Mom’s Job? 
Early in the year, while reading The Art Lesson (dePaola, 1989), Mrs. Panas and her students discussed 
gender-linked occupations, specifically the reoccurring theme of women in care-giving roles. Talking 
with a small group of students, I asked Isabella about a female character’s occupation. 
 
Class Video Transcript 9/12 
 
Researcher: What does she do?  

Daniella: She cooks at the diner.  

Researcher: She cooks at the diner? Hmm.  

Isabella: She takes care of her kids. 

Researcher: She takes care of her kids. 

Isabella: Because that’s what my mom does. 

 
She related to me that she thought that Tommy’s mother’s job was to take care of her kids. Her opinion 
grew from her lived reality; her mother stayed home, so therefore it made sense to her that Tommy’s 
mother would stay home as well. 
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It was at this point that Mrs. Panas shifted back to group instruction. Leading the conversation, Mrs. 
Panas re-posed the question to the larger group and called on various students. As she had before, 
Isabella asserted her opinion that caring for a family and children should be a woman’s primary 
occupation. 
 
Class Video Transcript 9/12 - Continued 
 
Mrs. Panas: What is mom? What do you think, Isabella? What is her job? 
 
Isabella: She takes care of her family. 
 
Mrs. Panas: She takes care of her family. Does it say what she does? 
 
All: No. 
 
Mrs. Panas: So, hmm, what could she do besides changing the sheets and taking care of the family? What 

could the mom do? What could her job, we’re not sure, but what could she be? 

While Mrs. Panas did not directly negate Isabella’s response, she did not endorse it either. Following 
the girl’s answer, the teacher actively sought other responses that would offer different perspectives on 
the topic of a woman’s employment outside the home. Six students shared their ideas. Each offered a 
different occupation. As the other students gave their answers. Isabella looked first at me and then 
down at her desk. Finally, she put her head down; she disengaged from a conversation in which her 
thoughts on gender were sidelined and ignored. 
 
In this instance, Isabella’s ideas were drowned out by the voices of the children and adults in the 
classroom who embodied a more gender equitable Discourse. Though we had not intended to foreground 
our ideas so powerfully and to dominate the conversation so completely, that was the ultimate result. 
Unempowered and disenfranchised, Isabella could not challenge the gender equitable position taken by the 
adults and children in the classroom. In silencing a dissenting voice that day, we failed to engage in 
critical literacy. 
 
Cinderella - Who Does the Housework in Your Family? 
Standing in stark contrast to the preceding event, other moments of tension revealed the potential for 
critical literacy to empower students. Close to the end of the study, prior to the reading of Cinderella 
(Karlin & Marshall, 2001), the teacher and students engaged in discussion around the topic of gender-
linked work. As she had in other conversations, Mrs. Panas again took up a Discursive identity grounded 
in gender equity. Positioned opposite her was Diego, who took up a Discursive identity grounded in a 
more conventional understanding of gender. 
 
Class Video Transcript 12/1 - (Including Off camera Noises and Sub-textual Clues

2
) 

 
Julio: Can I share a comment? 
 
Mrs. Panas: Sure. 
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Julio: When I was doing the dishes, I got a dollar. 
 
Mrs. Panas: You got paid, why? 
 
Julio: I was doing the dishes. 
 
Mrs. Panas: But still, I do the dishes and I don’t get dollars. 
 
Diego: Of course, because you’re a woman. 
 
Unidentified student: You’re an adult. 
 
Unidentified student: You’re supposed to do chores. 
 
Mrs. Panas: Because I’m a woman. What do you mean by that? 
 
Diego: [Looking away from the teacher and smirking and smiling] It’s because some people, like 
you’re a guardian actually. Sometimes, they give stuff. Sometimes, they can give you money. 
 
Unidentified student: Pay you. 
 
Unidentified student: Because . . . 
 
Mrs. Panas: Like a guardian or something? But what do you mean by I’m a woman? I just need to do 
it? 
 
 
2 Revisiting the video numerous times and supplementing the transcript with off camera 
noises/comments and sub-textual clues (i.e. facial expressions) helps to illuminate this very special 
moment of tension. 
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Diego: Yeah, because you’re a mom and you have children and you ought to clean the dishes. 
 
[A muffled gasp, followed by adult laughter, possibly by ELL aide or student teacher]  
 
Mrs. Panas: What about my husband? What is he supposed to do? 
 
Unidentified student: He could do that! 
 
Unidentified student: He mops the floor. 
 
Diego: [Shrugs, looking sheepish and bewildered] Umm . . . clean dishes, too. 
 
[Researcher laughing behind the camera] 
 
Mrs. Panas: Oh I hope so, that wouldn’t be very fair. You got me nervous for a minute. 
 
As before, the innate imbalance in power between the teacher and her students skewed the conflict in 
favor of the adult. But this exchange still had more to offer; laced within the dialogue lurked a growing 
sense of awareness (shared by everyone in the classroom) of the ongoing battle of Discourses. More 
simply, the people engaged in the conversation were increasingly aware of the positions being taken by 
other people and were eager to contribute to the debate. Most of the time Mrs. Panas would allow one 
student to talk at a time. Here, however, that pattern did not hold. Wanting to get in on the action, 
students began calling in their opinions from off camera. In their haste to be included, they spoke out of 
turn - jostling for position and interrupting the flow of conversation. Even the adults in the classroom 
could not keep silent. They joined in with muffled gasps of surprise and amusement. I proved no better. 
Even with my camera in hand, I could not remain objective. My laughter echoed through the final 
segment of the conversation. 
 
But what was it about this exchange that was so unique and so captivating? Why did the class break from 
their usual routines and begin calling out? Why did everyone want a part in the action? The answer has to 
do with the inbuilt imbalance of power that existed between the adults in the classroom and the students. 
Here, in this segment, an eight-year-old boy, Diego, took on his teacher. When he said, “Of course, 
because you’re a woman,” the balance of power shifted and the whole tenor of the class changed. He 
could feel it - we all could feel it. But what was even more special than his stepping up to challenge his 
teacher, was the fact that she let him. While his words, by themselves, might have been seen in other 
classroom as fresh or rude, Mrs. Panas did not receive them that way. Instead of becoming defensive and 
disciplining Diego, she allowed him to step up to her and to go toe-to-toe. For his part, Diego, all charm 
and smiles and sheepish shrugs, knew this opportunity was special and did not waste it. He took his 
chance to challenge his teacher. At that moment, they were two individuals, speaking the truth of their 
experiences having to do with gender-linked work.  For a moment, they were equals.
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Cinderella - What Does ‘Happily Ever After’ Mean to You? 
Another telling moment of tension, related to critical literacy and gender, occurred just about a week 
later. During the reading of Cinderella (Karlin & Marshall, 2001), the classroom teacher and I wanted to 
explore the gender conventions tied up in the idea of “happily ever after.” Specifically, we wanted 
students to think about what Cinderella’s life would be like after she married the prince. Talking with a 
small group of students, I asked Isabella her opinion. 
 
Class Video Transcript 12/9 
 
Researcher: Isabella, what does it mean, ‘happily ever after’? What happens? If you live 
 
‘happily ever after’ what happens? What takes place? 
 
Isabella: It means the ‘the end’. 
 
Researcher: It means ‘the end’ but what happens?  
 
Isabella: You get married. And then . . .  
 
Researcher: You get married? 
 
Isabella: It means . . . it means that . . . 
 
Researcher: What will Cinderella’s life be like ‘happily ever after’? 
 
Isabella: Like a perfect dream. 
 
Researcher: A perfect dream. And what does that look like to her? 
 
Isabella: It’s like a great dream for her is to marry a prince.  
 
Researcher: So, she marries the prince and then what happens?  
 
Isabella: Then . . . 
 
Researcher: There’s no right or wrong answer. I just want to know what you think. 
 
Isabella: And then . . . 
 
Researcher: What happens next, after the wedding? 
 
Isabella: They get married? 
 
Researcher: They get married and then? 
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Isabella: Then they have children. 
 
When pressed to imagine Cinderella’s life after ‘happily ever after’, Isabella took up and practiced a 
Discursive identity grounded in a very traditional understanding of gender. In listening and responding, I 
took up and practiced a Discursive identity grounded in a more progressive understanding of gender. Not 
content with what I had heard, I questioned her again. 
 
Class Video Transcript 12/9 - Continued 
 
Researcher: And they have children. And does Cinderella get a job or does she stay home?  
 
Isabella: Stay home. But she already has a job if she stays home with her children.  
 
Researcher: Oh, to get a job . . . 
 
Isabella: To have children and take care of them, that’s the hardest job of anything! 
 
Researcher: That’s true. 
 
Isabella: Than any job! 
 
As our conversation continued, I reasserted my gender equitable position twice in an effort to convince 
Isabella of the rightness of my views. The way I used language conveyed my beliefs about the work 
women should do.  To wit, my question did not recognize caring for children as a job. Isabella, unabashed 
and indignant, countered my disregard for the work of mothers. Talking faster and with more passion than 
usual, she told me: “Stay home. But she already has a job if she stays home with her children.” Again, I 
foregrounded my views. Not hearing the answer I wanted and expected, I talked over the girl: “Oh, to get 
a job . . . .”  Again, she refused to be backgrounded. She refused to have her opinions, beliefs, and 
experiences related to gender sidelined simply because she was talking to an adult. Growing louder and 
more intent, she talked over her classmates. Looking me squarely in the eye, she gave me a piece of her 
mind: “To have children and take care of them, that’s the hardest job of anything! Than any job!” 
 
This moment of tension between gender-linked Discourses was powerful for many reasons. Like the 
previous example, in which Diego took on Mrs. Panas, here, a young child engaged as an equal with an 
adult. What was of particular interest, however, was the identity of the child. My conversation with 
Isabella occurred almost three months to the day after an earlier exchange between her and Mrs. Panas 
(analyzed previously). Their earlier discussion, about a very similar topic, went very differently than my 
conversation with her three months later. On that morning in early September, the girl shared her ideas 
about Tommy’s mother job in The Art Lesson (dePaola, 1989).  Speaking from her reality and her 
experience, she shared her opinion that Tommy’s mother’s job was to stay at home with her children. 
When Mrs. Panas did not accept her ideas, Isabella allowed herself to be backgrounded. Ceding the floor, 
she put her head down on the desk and disengaged from the conversation. She stepped back and allowed 
an adult to silence her. Three months later, something very different transpired. No longer willing to have 
her opinions disregarded, no longer willing to have her gender-linked Discourse forced into a submissive 
position, she fought back. Quietly and powerfully, Isabella took a critical position and asserted her 
perspective. There was no question of permission, no question of me letting her assert her Discourse; she 
felt strongly about the issue, she was willing to fight me for it, and she won. 
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Reading Adolescents in Dystopian YAL through the Lens of 
Feminism 
 
 

By Amy Piotrowski and Katie Rybakova 
 
Young Adult Literature is a way for teachers to engage students and to bring important topics into the 
classroom.  It has been argued that, “Teachers can use the motivational benefits of YAL to both 
accommodate standards, discuss contemporary issues, and teach social justice” (Rybakova, Piotrowski, & 
Harper, 2013, p. 37).  YAL can also be used to examine what it means to be an adolescent and to think 
about how gender affects adolescence.  What can we add to our teaching of literature if we examine 
adolescent YAL characters through the lens of feminism?  We believe we can use feminism in the 
classroom to examine the adolescents featured in YA novels, thereby enriching students’ understanding of 
YA novels as well as our own practices as teachers. 
 
Adolescent Development 
Adolescence, characterized by many as the ages between 13 and 19 (Psychology Today, 2014), brings 
drastic changes to the developing body and mind. Adolescents’ cognition moves into what Piaget names 
formal operations (Manning, 1995). Teens also develop a sexual identity through the experiences and self-
examination of adolescence. Using gender to think about these changes can be useful for the child 
(Boardman & Saint Onge, 2005; Gilchrist & Sullivan, 2006; Manning, 1995).  Manning (1995) suggests 
that for 10 to 15 year olds, gender “affects their self-concepts, and, in addition, expectations for sex role 
attitudes and behaviors” (p. 99).  Boardman & Saint Onge (2005) state that development of familial, 
interpersonal, and institutional relationships shift influence away from the family and towards peer-
relationships and places outside the home.  
 
YAL functions as an experience for adolescents. Literature’s value, Probst argues, is not in the information 
that it imparts, but rather, in the experience it allows.  Delving into how adolescents and gender roles are 
portrayed in YAL is crucial to understanding adolescent development and construction of self (Probst, 
1987). YAL is invaluable in the classroom because the characters are close in age to students, and the plots 
of YA novels often deal with issues students are confronting in their own lives. The impact of YAL on 
adolescent development can be seen in studies such as Younger’s (2003) research on female sexuality and 
how it is portrayed in YAL; this research finds various bestselling YAL novels perpetuate the idea that 
female sexuality and sexual desire from females are taboo and threatening.  
 
Too often, teachers bring stereotypical ideas of adolescence to the classroom. Sarigianides (2014) says that, 
“teachers lean towards texts with protagonists that reinforce stereotypical views of youth struggling with 
their identity and risky choices” (p. 224).  She also says that, “the curriculum becomes a mirror for 
reproducing anticipated teen angst” (p. 224).  Lewis and Petrone (2010) found that the preservice teachers 
they studied “understood adolescence as a time of important identity formation as well as an especially 
dangerous moment in people’s lives” (p. 401).  Teachers would do well to challenge these 
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stereotypes.  There is more to adolescence than angst and being a troubled teen.  Reading YAL through the 
lens of feminism can be one way for teachers to expand our concept of adolescence. 
 
 
Feminism 
Feminist theory focuses on the concerns and experiences of women.  Gilbert and Gubar (2001), feminist 
literary theorists, argue that, “Western literary history is overwhelmingly male - or more accurately, 
patriarchal” (p. 2025).  This patriarchy is shown when male authors are most frequently anthologized and 
taught.  Ray (1985) points out the Norton anthologies privilege male authors and that while “more women’s 
works are anthologized today than ever before...the battle is far from won” (p. 55).  Feminism lets readers 
examine how gender affects literature, readers, and writers. How do writers critique social constructs of 
gender?  How do some literary characters get to break the boundaries of traditional gender roles?  What 
writers and texts can we bring into a classroom concerned with issues of gender?   
 
Feminist theory can have a place in the classroom.  Appleman (2009) argues that feminism can “inform 
how students make meaning of texts...by refocusing their reading of female characters” (p. 69).  Students 
can question traditional readings of texts and consider how gender affects the ways characters are 
portrayed.  By doing so, students also learn to critically think about the world around them.  Appleman 
(2009) says that teaching secondary students to read using feminist theory “provides a critical lens that can 
transform students’ visions as they interpret characters, as they evaluate the cultural significance of 
particular texts, and as they read and respond to the gendered patterns in the world” (p. 81). 
 
Feminism benefits all students, not just our female students.  Ray (1985) asserts that feminist readings of 
literature add to our classrooms “clear-eyed, tough-minded intellectual response to the cultural, social, and 
stylistic complexities of the presentation of men and women and what those portrayals reveal about 
humanity and its society” (p. 58).  In other words, feminism allows readers to question how constructions 
of gender and gender roles affect men as well as women.  Feminist theory addresses issues that affect us all, 
empowering readers to critically examine our culture. 
 
Using Lenses to Look at YAL in the Secondary Classroom 
Teachers can use discussions of YAL in their secondary classrooms to provide students with opportunities 
to construct ideas and personal attitudes regarding gender roles (Manning, 1995, p. 98). Shifting gender 
roles in current YAL can empower young readers rather than perpetuate the stereotypical views of women 
often seen in advertisements and some literature. Our goal in sharing the feminist perspectives of three 
trilogies featuring strong female characters is for teachers to utilize such texts in the classroom to help 
adolescents construct healthy concepts of gender.  By doing so, we hope to challenge stereotypes of 
adolescents as well as gender stereotypes. 
 
The Novels 
The novels we chose are trilogies that are both popular best-selling novels as well as novels that can be 
used with varying student populations and ages in secondary English Language Arts classrooms. These 
novels were also chosen for their empowering account of female characters. In addition to a discussion on 
how females are viewed in a way that empowers the gender, we provide rationales for each series due to 
the controversial nature of these texts.   
  
Unwind trilogy 
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The Unwind trilogy, written by Neal Shusterman, includes Unwind, Unwholly, and Unsouled.  It tells the 
story of a society established after a second American Civil War fought over the issue of abortion. In this 
society, teens from ages thirteen to eighteen can be aborted, or “unwound,” with the petition of a parent. 
The story follows three main characters, Connor, Lev, and Risa, the dominant female character in the 
novels. The novels’ reading levels have been judged as seventh grade (Teachervision, 2014), and the novels 
are controversial because they deal with abortion, an issue that often crosses religious and moral beliefs.  
 
Shusterman has won many awards for the trilogy, including the 2008 pick for reluctant readers, the 2008 
best young adult book list, and various state book awards (Teachervision, 2014). On top of being a 
bestseller, this young adult trilogy motivates reluctant readers, enticing them in with an easy read that is 
laden with mature topics. Our focus is on the way one of the main characters is portrayed: Risa, the 
homeless ward that is chosen to be unwound. Her self-reliance and independence depicts young adolescent 
girls in a positive light.  
 
Street-smart Risa Ward is a homeless character first introduced to the reader in Unwind. Her initial 
wariness with Conner, a runaway unwind, produces a relationship between the two characters that portrays 
the essence of a symbiotic relationship at best. Her initial reactions to Conner have nothing to do with 
sexual attraction; instead, she is wary of the stranger, and we see her distrust of him. In no way does the 
initial bond between the two characters represent anything sexual.  
 
Unlike much literature where the female characters are portrayed as either the sinner or the saint (Younger, 
2003), Risa is seen as a mature young woman who, on multiple occurrences, is the voice of reason for hot-
tempered Conner. The main two male characters often rely on Risa for both quick action and a clear, 
consistent rationale for further actions. She does not rely on the male characters throughout the novel very 
much, other than when she is paralyzed and Conner gives her quick leg rubs to help her blood circulation. 
The portrayal of her independence in this novel clearly contrasts with typical portrayals of female 
characters in literature that students read in English classes.  
 
In addition to a focus on independence, another curious characteristic of this novel trilogy is the initial lack 
of physical description of Risa. We meet her as she is about to perform a piano recital, and throughout the 
majority of the first book, we are not given much physical description of her. The reader must construct 
images of what Risa looks like without the details of a stereotypical beautiful female’s image. These two 
points of feminist analysis, independence and physical portrayal of Risa, make this novel a positive and 
valuable experience for young women readers. Unlike most novels that cater to mostly male or mostly 
female audiences, this novel trilogy, with the depiction of both genders in an action-packed but also 
relationship laden story line, allows for deep discussion on what initially attracts males and females to 
novels, why this is so, how media can affect this, and how students can be critical consumers of societal 
artifacts.      
 
Divergent trilogy 
The Divergent trilogy, recent best sellers by Veronica Roth, is a gripping set of novels that include 
Divergent, Insurgent, and Allegiant. The novels’ depth of complex vocabulary and potent and mature topics 
make them better suited for older students around 11th and 12th grade. The story centers on two main 
characters and their struggles in a dystopian world where the society has broken up into sanctions.  Every 
teenager chooses their sanction when they come of age. These sanctions focus on specific personalities and 
traits, such as Candor (honesty) and Dauntless (bravery). People who are divergent, or who hold multiple 
traits, are seen as threats to society, and the main character, Tris, is labeled as a divergent. Her budding 
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romance with Four, a Dauntless leader and the second main character, leads them into a gripping three-
novel tale about trials through the broken society of a dystopian Chicago. This society ends up being an 
experiment run by outsiders testing purity of DNA. 
 
Tris is portrayed as an alluring, but not conventionally beautiful, young woman who is daring, independent, 
and rough around the edges. This main character ultimately dies saving her brother at the end of the third 
novel, a tragic ending that encompasses the tragedy throughout the novel. The trilogy’s themes include 
death, violence, war, identity, ethics, selflessness, and bravery, amongst others.  
 
As with the Unwind trilogy, the fast-paced, unique Divergent provides memorable character depictions, 
challenging vocabulary, and exciting action that students want to read. The depictions of Tris do not follow 
the stereotypical “damsel in distress” female.  In many ways, this novel breaks stereotypical female 
depictions, and the female is the focus of the majority of the novel. While there are portrayals of romance 
and female/male relations typical of female characters in novels we teach to students, Tris’s tribulations 
with family, death, identity, and psychology make up the majority of the book’s content. 
 
The Hunger Games trilogy 
The Hunger Games trilogy by Suzanne Collins focuses on the adolescent heroine Katniss Everdeen. When 
her younger sister, Prim, is picked to compete in the brutal Hunger Games, Katniss volunteers to take her 
place. Katniss wins the Games and becomes the Mockingjay, the symbol of the Districts’ rebellion against 
the Capitol. The series has been a hit with secondary students, because readers can’t help getting attached 
to the characters. 
 
Katniss defies the typical stereotypes associated with sixteen-year old girls. After her father dies in a 
coalmine explosion, Katniss must be her family’s provider. She hunts for food and trades for other 
necessities to ensure her mother’s and sister’s survival. She knows that while she has hunting skills, she 
will not have stereotypical feminine charm to rely on to survive the Games. When practicing with 
Haymitch for her appearance before the citizens of the Capitol, Katniss laments that, “I’m not 
witty.  Funny.  Sexy.  Or mysterious” (Collins, 2008, p. 118). Indeed, Katniss must use her courage and 
quick thinking in the arena. 
 
Katniss is defined by her bravery and her skill with a bow and arrow.  She needs both to get through two 
trips to the Games. She isn’t dealing with the stereotypical female adolescent hurdles. Over the course of 
the trilogy, she has to face other bloodthirsty tributes, the destruction of her home District 12, and the war 
against the Capitol. In Katniss, adolescent readers have the example of a brave heroine who struggles to 
overcome oppression. 
 
While she does defy stereotypes, Collins does not let Katniss completely shun traditional female roles. She 
takes care of her family and friends. When Peeta is injured during the Games, Katniss nurses him back to 
health. She plays off the romantic storyline she believes the audience wants to see, playing the love struck 
girl in hopes of getting gifts from sponsors. However, she often struggles to be the girl in love that will 
appeal to the viewers watching in the Capitol. 
 
In every book in the trilogy, Katniss worries about one traditional female role: motherhood. Katniss says “I 
know I’ll never marry, never risk bringing a child into the world” under the regime of the Capitol, knowing 
that her children could be sent to the Hunger Games (Collins, 2008, p. 311).  After the fall of the Capitol, a 
reluctant Katniss says she has children because “Peeta wanted them so badly” (Collins, 2010, p. 389).  
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Katniss’s eventual motherhood makes the trilogy a story of survival and of life triumphing over death and 
destruction. 
 
Theory into Practice 
Analysis of adolescent female roles in dystopian young adult literature opens up many opportunities for 
English Language Arts classrooms.  We suggest a variety of activities, such as: 

• Tying nontraditional female character roles in novels to depictions of the female role in today’s 
society, such as advertisements that range from Dove’s real body advertising campaign to the 
glorification of women’s bodies in commercials.  

• Listing, prior to reading these texts, what roles female characters usually have compared to male 
characters.   

• An investigation of female roles over the centuries, and a prediction of how these roles may change 
in the future. 

• Student may keep a journal to track how females in the novel are portrayed and to associate certain 
attributes (power, evil, happy, romantic) to them. Later, one can examine whether students assume 
that a female character is “rough” or “powerful” when she is doing a physical task independently. 
One can ask how attributes change when the female character engages in a more traditionally 
feminine role, such as nurturing or engaging with a romantic interest.  

Such activities can range in complexity and can be used with a variety of age levels, depending on the 
novel chosen.  
 
Potential discussion questions may include: 
 
Divergent 
1.) How is Tris portrayed in the society in which she lives? Does she initially belong to a more traditionally 
feminine faction? How does the society react when she chooses to be Dauntless?  
2.) What does Four find attractive about Tris? Does this fit with the stereotype of what men typically 
“search for” in women? Has this changed over centuries? 
3.) Does the plot center around Four and Tris’ relationship, or are there larger themes in the novel? What 
does this say about gender relationships?   
 
Unwind 
1.) How does the way Risa and Conner meet influence how their relationship unfolds throughout the novel? 
Is this a traditional way for a woman and a male character to meet?  
2.) Would Risa be okay on her own if Conner and Lev were not part of this novel? Rewrite a particularly 
important scene without Conner and Lev.  
3.) In the third novel, Risa takes the traditional role of the nurturing and beautiful girlfriend. How does the 
author portray this role? Is this a healthy portrayal? Do you agree with this portrayal?  
 
The Hunger Games 
1.) Katniss represents a paradox between traditional and nontraditional female roles. Create a Venn 
diagram or another type of visual map to represent her attributes.  
2.) What roles do Peeta and Gale play in this novel? Do they fit traditional male roles?  
3.) In this novel, females and males fight against each other in the Hunger Games arena. Is this a sign of a 
more traditional outlook on gender or a nontraditional outlook on gender?   
   
Conclusion 
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These three trilogies give readers a wider view of what adolescent girls can do than is normally seen in 
traditional portrayals of girls in literature. By reading these works of YAL, both students and teachers can 
go beyond stereotypes of adolescence and stereotypical gender roles.  Lewis and Petrone (2010) say that, 
“preservice and practicing teachers might benefit from developing instruction and curriculum by beginning 
with the perspective that young people are producers of and participants in varied and rich cultural 
practices” (p. 407).  Our students bring valuable knowledge and experience into our classrooms, and we 
teachers should respect this.  Just like Risa, Tris, and Katniss, our students are capable of a variety of great 
things. 
 
YA dystopian literature gives readers the opportunity to think about social issues.  It also can be a way for 
both students and teachers to confront stereotypes about adolescents and traditional gender roles.  When we 
see one another in all of our complexity, we all benefit. 
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A Queer Literacy Framework Promoting (A)Gender and 
(A)Sexuality Self-Determination and Justice 
 
 

By sj Miller 
 
Historiography: Building the Queer Literacy Framework 
Gender and sexuality norms, conscribed under heteropatriarchy or a history we never made, have 
colonized and established unstable social and educational climates for the millennial generation of 
lesbian, gay, bisexual, trans*, intersex, agender/ asexual, gender creative, and questioning youth 
(LGBT*IAGCQM)(Miller). While many studies by GLSEN and their allies show that due to shifts in 
national and state policies and amendments advocating for LGBT rights,  state anti-bullying laws, 
increased numbers of Gay-Straight Alliances (GSAs), and a wider social acceptance of LGBT*IAGCQ 
people LGBT*IAGCQM students  feel safer overall in  schools than  their LGBT*IAGCQ predecessors, 
schools still struggle to normalize the inclusion of a LGBT*IAGCQ-positive curricula (Kosciw et  al.;  
GLSEN, “States,” “Teaching”). Through a queer literacy  framework (QLF), this work addresses how 
teachers can support students to understand and read (a)gender and (a)sexuality through a queer lens; how 
to rework social and classroom norms where bodies with differential realities in classrooms are legitimated 
and made legible to self and other; how to shift classroom contexts for reading (a)gender and (a)sexuality; 
and how to support classroom students toward personal, educational, and social legitimacy through an  
understanding of  the value of (a) gender and (a)sexuality self-determination and (a)gender and 
(a)sexuality justice. 
 

Today, adolescent culture teaches us that some youth eschew gender and sexual labels. Faced with this, 
teachers are challenged to mediate literacy learning that affirms these differential realities in their 
classrooms. That said, how can teachers move beyond discussions relegated to only gender and sexuality 
and toward an understanding of a continuum that also includes the (a)gender and (a)sexuality 
complexities students embody? How can we undo restrictively normative conceptions of sexual and 
gendered life, unhinging one from the other, and treat them as separate and distinct categories? Even 
more critical, how can we support preservice and in-service literacy teachers to develop and embody the 
knowledge, skills, and dispositions necessary to help all students learn (NCATE) while simultaneously 
supporting them to remain open to redefinition and renegotiation when they come up against social limits? 
 

For students to be self-determined autonomous beings, they must be afforded favorable opportunities or 
have opportunities “worth wanting” (Howe) from within favorable social contexts (Leonardi and Saenz 
204). When we consider that gender and sexuality categories, which pre-date our existence, typically 
shape how we think inwardly about ourselves and others, we see how classrooms that fail to affirm 
students’ (a)gender and (a)sexual diversity detract from student learning. However, when favorable social 
conditions are present, students can experience an internal safety that has limitless possibility for 
students to be “read” or “made” legible both to themselves and others. Applying a QLF across literacy-
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focused classrooms, these questions, concerns, and conditions suggest that a reading of adolescence/ts that 
encourage (a)gender and (a)sexuality self-determination can pivot toward (a)gender and (a)sexuality 
justice. As adolescents come to see their realities reflected, affirmed, and made legible both through 
literacy practices in the classroom and society writ large, self-determination and, hence, a queer autonomy 
can be realized. 
 
Key Terms for the QLF 
Queer refers to a suspension of rigid gendered and sexual orientation categories (Jagose); it is underscored 
by attempts to interrogate and interrupt heteronormativity and reinforced by acknowledging diverse people 
across gender, sex, and desires. It also foregrounds the sexual (Blackburn and Clark). It embraces the freedom 
to move beyond, between, or even away from, yet even to later return to, myriad identity categories 
(Britzman). Queer is not relegated to LGBT*IAGCQ people, but is inclusive of any variety of experience that 
transcends what has been socially and politically accepted as normative categories for gender and sexual 
orientation. The addition of the lower case (a) in front of both gender and sexuality demonstrates an 
expanding understanding that some people do not ascribe to social definitions for either. (A)gender references 
those who may eschew gender and its biological, historical, and even social definitions, and (a)sexuality 
refers to those who are not sexual or who do not identify with a sexual orientation. Queer is therefore a 
continuum for (a)gender and (a)sexuality expressions, as well as a political consciousness that calls for any form 
of self-expression. 
 
Self-determination is the right to make choices to self-identify in a way that authenticates one’s self-
expression, and which has potential for the embodiment of self-acceptance. It is also a type of self-
granted or inherited permission that can help one refute or rise above social critique. It presumes choice 
and rejects an imposition to be externally controlled, defined, or regulated. It presumes that humans are 
entitled to unsettle knowledge, which can generate new possibilities of legibility. It means that any form 
of (a)gender or (a)sexuality deserves the same inalienable rights and should be afforded the same 
dignities and protections. Such de facto rights thus grant individuals ways of intervening in and 
disrupting social and political processes because one’s discourse and ways of being as self-determined 
demonstrate  placement  as  a  viable stakeholder in society, revealing that no one personhood is of any more 
or less value than any other. 
 

For this work, (a)gender and (a)sexuality justice and queer autonomy are interchangeable terms because 
they each ideologically reflect an actualized freedom of humans to be self-expressive without redress 
of social, institutional, or political violence. Were (a)gender and (a)sexuality justice actualized, 
homophobia, transphobia, gendertyping, and, hence, compulsory gender and sexuality labeling would 
be deemed as systemic forms of violence, which would incur appropriate consequences. In sum, 
teachers who take up a QLF can be agents for social, political, and personal transformations. 
 
Uneven Bodied Realities 
We are dependent on norms and external forces for our social acceptance and worth. These norms, which 
are put on psyches from birth, maintain status quo beliefs and make identities legible and readable. 
One’s legibility is therefore socially mediated and constituted. One cannot exist without drawing on the 
sociality of norms that precede one’s existence, so from inception, personhood is constituted outside the 
self, leaving little space for organic experiences of internal safety. Norms, which construct ways to read 
and understand the other, create uneven social realities, and one’s sense of internal safety (Leonardi and 
Saenz), or the ability to be a self-determined autonomous agent who determines how to live one’s life, is 
often at odds with competing societal norms. 
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Paradoxically, our personhood depends on recognition, which is connected to social norms. Yet, some of 
these conditions make life unlivable. Sewn into the fabric of heteropatriarchy, gender and sexuality 
norms have been relegated and naturalized (Butler 43) by restrictive discourse in particular and under 
laws and social mores. Judith Butler contends that people are regulated by gender norms which make 
them credible and legible to each other. As Michel Foucault reminds us, the self-constitutes itself in 
discourse with the assistance of another’s presence and speech. The force of knowing the true self lies in 
the rhetorical quality of the master’s discourse (Butler 163). When we are not accepted, bodies are open 
to violence. Violence is thereby a symptom of anxiety for those threatened by their inadequacies of not 
reading others. Gender and sexuality, therefore, operate as regulatory norms to remind us that under 
patriarchal domination, gender is a symbolic signifier of the power of the external over the limits to self-
determination, and subsequent self-worth. 
 
To the detriment of those who do not ascribe to gender and sexuality norms and cannot reap social and 
political benefits, the norm operates to keep people from gender and sexual self-determination. The norm 
polices and inhibits internal freedom. This is not to say that those who live outside the norm and have 
come to accept their lived realities suffer, but it does suggest that there are often psychic, emotional, 
political, economic, and sometimes physical consequences. These consequences suggest that human value is 
context based, that one’s happiness and success is dependent on social legibility  (Butler 32), and only 
certain lives are worthy of protection. In other words, violence—broadly speaking—is permissible and 
human worth is protected selectively under law. 
 
The classroom space holds contemporaneous plurality, and teachers have great agentive possibility to 
rupture dangerous dichotomies and myths about gender and sexuality while educating adolescence/ts about 
how all students (and others) can be rendered legible.  Bodies are not reducible to language alone, 
because language continuously emerges from bodies as individuals come to know themselves. Bodies 
thereby generate and invent new knowledges: “The body gives rise to language and that language carries 
bodily aims, and performs bodily deeds that are not always understood by those who use language to 
accomplish certain conscious aims” (Butler 199). So how can a QLF subvert the master’s discourse and 
shift norms to affirm differential bodied realities? 
 
Theoretical Framework 
While nearly 30 years of research about the criticality for bridging LGBTQ issues (Quinn and Mein- ers) to 
school curriculum has been well documented, education remains without a large-scale study of how 
Schools of Education are preparing preservice teachers to address and incorporate LGBT*IAGCQ into 
PreK–12 classroom education. There is, however, a growing body of PreK–16 LGBT*IAGC research 
across various geographical contexts of preservice teacher preparedness. These subfields include personal 
beliefs about LGBT*IAGCQ issues, teaching and queering disciplinary literacy, challenges to gender 
norms, preparing teachers to teach queer youth of color, and program effectiveness on preparing teachers to 
teach LGBT*IAGCQ issues. Yet, there is an egregious gap in the field about preservice teachers’ feelings 
of fitness/preparedness to teach and include LGBT*IAGCQ issues in their classrooms (Jennings; Quinn and 
Meiners). Therese Quinn and Erica Meiners found that 57 percent of preservice teachers needed more 
training to work effectively with LGBT*IAGCQM youth and 65 percent indicated they needed more 
specific education to address homosexuality. Similarly, James Thomas Sears found that prospective 
teachers were reticent about including LGB issues in the curriculum, with only 29 percent expressing that 
they would include issues related to homosexuality. These realities are resultant of the legacy of 
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heteropatriarchy and its colonizing impact on social and educational policies and what Todd Jennings 
found: by the end of preservice coursework and as students enter into student teaching, LGBTQGV issues 
were nearly extant in coursework and discussions.  
 
We do know that students’ identities are affected by teachers’ beliefs and perceptions of adolescence/ts 
(Hagood; Lesko; Mahiri; Miller,  “[Dis] Embedding Gender”; Miller,  Burns, and Johnson; Miller and 
Norris; Moje and Helden; Petrone and Lewis) and that LGBT*IAGCQM students carry vulnerabilities 
that make them susceptible to suicidal ideation, lowered GPA, bullying  and harassment, lowered self-
esteem, higher truancy and drop-out rates, and cognitive overloads (Kosciw et al.). Unfortunately, and 
more often than not, the classroom and its prevailing social environment, through lack of democratically 
favorable contexts of choice and adequate options (Moses), reinscribe heteronormative and gendertypical 
realities.  For students who are LGBT*IAGCQ and have differential bodied realties, schools are not just 
unsafe; they are restrictive and constrictive, and they reinforce multiple forms of systemic oppression. 
 

Thus, students who are LGBT*IAGCQ or have differential bodied realities are highly attuned to prevailing 
gender and sexual norms and typically feel unsafe from the moment they cross onto school property. 
Gaps in  codes of conduct, posters that do not reflect their realities, gendered and heteronormative school 
events, locker rooms, gendered bathrooms, notes home that reinforce heteronormative or gender norms 
and a hetero, gender-normative, and undemocratic classroom curriculum  all  ignore  their  truths, 
delegitimize their lived realities, and prevent a sense of communal belonging. Such macro-aggressions, day 
after day, and year after year, scream to students they don’t matter and destabilize their abilities to ever 
feel or experience safety at school, and even in their lives. These contextual realities, however, can be 
shifted by a deeper and more informed understanding of how heteronormativity and gendernormativity 
make students vulnerable in our schools, and this can lead toward contexts shifting. 
 

Michele S. Moses draws from Will Kymlicka and Joseph Raz’s work in particular ways, integrating their 
ideas to support a conceptualization of personal autonomy and self-determination. Mo- ses’s concept of 
“autonomy as self-determination” provides a framework to analyze race-conscious education policies that 
mitigate the racism and oppression often experienced by students of color in US educational 
institutions.1 Moses then conceptualizes the ideal or possible realization of self- determination through 
two specific conditions: favorable social contexts of choice and authenticity. Bethy Leonardi and Lauren 
Saenz2 take up these concepts and apply them to how queer youth who, as they experience internal safety, 
can become self-determined. Building from Moses, they proffer that internal safety requires “both 
autonomy and self-determination and that these components are contingent upon favorable social contexts 
of choice” (207). Drawing from the combined works of Moses and Leonardi and Saenz, I extend these 
concepts to queering literacy instruction. 
 
For students to experience (a)gender and (a)sexuality self-determination, two conditions must be present: 
they must be afforded favorable social contexts and have authentic identity-affirming choices. In the 
classroom, optimal conditions that make self-determination possible include activities that foster 
independence, agency, integrity, an adequate range of options, and that authenticate cultural identity 
(Moses). When such conditions are normalized, students can develop internal safety. Internal safety 
galvanizes individuals to take risks and to be their authentic selves. 
There are solutions to legitimating the realities of LGBT*IAGCQM students and students with differential 
bodied realities. Fostering conditions that can lead to internal safety, schools must strive to rid the 
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environment of “unsafety” (e.g., all forms of bullying; s e e  Miller, Bu rns , and Johnson) by eliminating 
all enactments of domination and oppression (Young) from the micro to the macro level across practices 
and policies. Schools predicated on democratic values that inspire independence, integrity, and an adequate 
range of options can ostensibly shift the prevailing schooling environment. The QLF was developed as a tool 
for that very purpose. 
 

The QLF asserts that students must be allowed to self-identify however they choose and to be provided 
opportunities to see themselves reflected back in a positive manner. Such legitimacy can foster a student’s 
ability to experience internal safety. With these goals in mind, teachers must first help to unpack 
complexities of the language and the commitments in the QLF and build a continuum of understanding 
with their students about (a)gender and (a)sexuality and its intersectionalities. The QLF, therefore, 
introduced in the English language arts classroom (or any literacy classroom), attempts to disrupt, interrupt, 
and provide a potential intervention/prevention that can normalize and stabilize LGBT*IAGCQM students 
across PreK–12 school contexts. 
 

By   teaching students about how bodies are vulnerable to reinforcing hidden ideologies, LGBT*IAGCQ-
inclusive curriculum can cut across literacy work and rupture oppressive narratives that can be recast into 
school and across community spaces. In so doing, adolescents and how we understand adolescence 
(adolescent/ce) has great potential to steward in a queer autonomy as people move across their lived 
experiences--which can promote social acceptance of (a)gender and (a)sexuality justice. 
 
Why a QLF Matters 
The QLF is a critical interventionist and political strategy to challenge the taken-for-granted value of 
hegemonic demarcations of gender and sexuality assumed under patriarchy and hidden within and by 
curriculum. It is a strategy for literacy teachers to reinscribe, instate, and affirm differential bodied 
realities and give voice to those who experience illegibility and delegitimazation.  Because social norms 
have great structural power in shaping the lived realities of people and humans come to identify with a 
set of social conventions from birth (Miller, “Mythology of the Norm”), when gender and sexuality 
norms are fixed and rigid, people are made vulnerable to internalized and external oppressions. Wherefore 
social norms most often reinforce self-acceptance and can take a toll on one’s psyche by destroying self-
love, acceptance, and internal safety, when one does not ascribe to binary gender or sexual orientation 
categories, the QLF as tool for legitimization affirms all forms of (a)gender and (a)sexuality expression. A 
QLF matters because it positions teachers as agentive who, through their teaching, can affect and influence 
adolescence/ts to not only expand social norms but also to influence policy en-route. 
 

Why Not Using a QLF Matters 
If we do not challenge current understandings of gender and sexuality norms, we are left with a myopic and 
vulnerabilized understanding of the evolving lived realities of people. If we ascribe to a recurrence of 
sameness, it creates a flattening and unidimensional perspective of gender and sexuality, while it 
continues to delegitimize those who do not ascribe to gender and sexuality norms by relegating them to 
ongoing inferior status. In the literacy classroom (and eventually for schools writ large), the absence of a 
QLF reinscribes gender and sexuality norms in schooling practices. It also enhances policies of exclusion 
for it obscures voices from rising and having power to change and shift social spaces. Most critically, its 
absence condones an anxiety that emerges from the unknown and that can produce and reproduce systemic 
forms of violence. Teachers who do not employ a QLF become coconspirators in not only reproducing 
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current understandings of gender and sexuality, but also in reproducing rationales that can lead to gendered 
and sexual violence. 
 
The QLF 
The QLF is comprised of ten principles with ten subsequent commitments for educators who queer 
literacy practices. The framework is underscored by the notion that our lives have been structured 
through an inheritance of a political,  gendered, economic, social, religious,  linguistic  system we 
never made and with indissoluble ties to heteropatriarchy. This is not to suggest that we should do away 
with (a)gender and (a)sexuality categories altogether, but that we pivot into a paradigm that refuses to 
close itself or be narrowly defined and strives to shift and expand norms that account for (a)gender and 
(a)sexuality complexities and differential bodied realities. In this space, and the yet to be defined, a QLF 
can shift norms that operationalize our lives. 
 

The framework is intended to be an autonomous, ongoing, non-hierarchical tool within a teaching 
repertoire; it is not something someone does once and moves away from. Rather, the principles and 
commitments should work alongside other tools and perspectives within a teacher’s disposition. An 
intention of the framework is that it can be applied and taken up across multiple genres and disciplines 
within literacy acquisition, as it was not intended for any sole literacy purpose. 
 
Applications across the QLF 
When working across the framework, there are several non-negotiables that must be presupposed and 
applied to each principle: 
 
TABLE 1: Non-negotiables 

• We live in a time we never made, gender and sexuality norms predate our 
existence; 
• Non-g ender and sexual “differences” have been around forever but norms 
operate to pathologize and delegitimize them; 
• Children’s self-d etermination is taken away early when gender and sexuality are 
inscribed onto them. Their bodies/minds become unknowing participants in a roulette 
of gender and sexuality norms; 
• Children have rights to their own (a)gender and (a)sexuality legibility; 
• Binary views on gender and sexuality are potentially damaging; 
• Gender must be dislodged/unhinged from sexuality;  
• Humans have agency; 
• We must move away from pathologizing beliefs that police humanity; 
• We are all entitled to the same basic human rights; and 
• Life should be livable for all. 
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FIGURE 1. A Queer Literacy Framework Promoting (A)Gender and (A)Sexuality 
Self-Determination and Justice 
 

Principles Commitments of Educators Who Queer Literacy  
1. Refrains from possible presumptions that students 
are heterosexual or ascribe to a gender 

Educators who use queer literacy never presume that students 
are a particular sexual orientation or a gender. 
 

2. Understands gender as a construct that has and 
continues to be affected by intersecting factors (e.g., 
social, historical, material, cultural, economic, 
religious) 

Educators who employ queer literacy are committed to classroom 
activities that actively push back against gender constructs and 
provide opportunities to explore, engage, and understand how 
gender is constructed. 
 

3. Recognizes that masculinity and femininity 
constructs are assigned to gender norms and are 
situationally performed 

Educators who engage with queer literacy challenge gender 
norms and gender stereotypes and actively support students’ 
various and multiple performances of gender. 
 

4. Understands gender and sexuality as flexible Educators who engage with queer literacy are mindful about how 
specific discourse(s) can reinforce gender and sexuality norms, 
and they purposefully demonstrate how gender and sexuality are 
fluid, or exist on a continuum, shifting over time and in different 
contexts. 
 

5. Opens up spaces for students to self-define with 
chosen (a)genders, (a)sexuality, (a)pronouns, or 
names 

Educators who engage with queer literacy invite students to self-
define and/or reject a chosen or preferred gender, sexual 
orientation, name, and/or pronoun. 
 

6. Engages in ongoing critique of how gender norms 
are reinforced in literature, media, technology, art, 
history, science, math, etc. 

Educators who use queer literacy provide ongoing and deep 
discussions about how society is gendered and primarily 
heterosexual, and thus invite students to actively engage in 
analysis of cultural texts and disciplinary discourses. 
 

7. Understands how Neoliberal principles 
reinforce and sustain compulsory 
heterosexism, which secures homophobia; 
how gendering secures bullying and 
transphobia; and how homonormativity 
placates a heterosexual political economy 
 

Educators who employ queer literacy understand and investigate 
structural oppression and how heterosexism sustains (a)gendered 
violence, and generate meaningful opportunities for students to 
become embodied change agents and to be proactive against, or 
to not engage in, bullying behavior. 
 

8. Understands that (a)gender and (a)sexuality 
intersect with other identities (e.g., culture, 
language, age, religion, social class, body type, 
accent, height, ability, disability, national 
origin) that inform students’ beliefs and, 
thereby, actions 
 

Educators who engage with queer literacy do not essentialize 
students’ identities, but recognize how intersections of culture, 
language, age, religion, social class, body type, accent, height, 
ability, disability, and national origin inform students’ beliefs 
and, thereby, actions. 

9. Advocates for equity across all Educators who employ queer literacy do not privilege one belief 
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categories of (a)gender and (a)sexuality 
orientations 

or stance, but advocate for equity across all categories of 
(a)gender and (a)sexuality orientations. 
 

10. Believes that students who identify on a 
continuum of gender and sexual minorities (GSM) 
deserve to learn in environments free of bullying 
and harassment 

Educators who use queer literacy make their positions known, 
when first hired, to students, teachers, administrators, and school 
personnel and take a stance when any student is bullied or 
marginalized, whether explicitly or implicitly, for (a)gender or 
(a)sexuality orientation. 
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Concluding Comments for the Efficacy of the QLF 
Teacher education and professional development for teachers that support (a)gender and (a)sexuality self- 
determination and that remain open to evolving understandings of (a)gender and (a)sexuality,  can 
generate a stabilized future for (a)gender and (a)sexuality justice; as individuals leave schools, they  can 
remain  autonomous and  embodied by an internalized  safety as they navigate  their  life pathways. Such 
justice can disrupt potentially portentous oppressions and lead to harmonious spaces that can benefit the 
lives of youth coming into the world, and eventually educational contexts. To not address or affirm the 
(a)gender and (a) sexuality differences in our youth is to reinscribe gender and sexual violence. 
 
A hope for the QLF is for teacher education programs to take up this work and modify it to their social, 
racial, linguistic, and geographic contexts.  As preservice teachers study, unpack, and practice the QLF, 
they will develop a repertoire of resources that they can use in classroom practice. Such practice can 
instill in their dispositions a confidence to address LGBT*IAGCQ topics in the classroom. Over time,  as 
more literacy educators continue to use the QLF across different disciplines, its effect can have real-time 
generative consequences for students, who, as stewards with expanding mindsets, can truly begin to create 
even more equitable and accepting spaces. As teachers’ (and others’) dispositions expand to support the 
well-being of students’ personal and social legitimacies through understanding their own and the value 
of others’ (a)gender and (a)sexuality rights to self-determination, (a)gender and (a)sexuality justice is not 
just possible, it can be realized. 
 
Such a realization is happening in education at the policy level. The newly vetted Standard VI in 
secondary English teacher preparation, a standard for social justice, advocates for LGBT*IAGCQ topics,  
among  other topics  related  to  traditionally  undervalued identities  in the classroom (for specific 
lessons and assessments see Alsup and Miller;  Miller,  “Hungry Like the Wolf,” “Moving an Anti-
bullying  Stance,” “Text Complexity”; NCTE). This new anchor for social justice and subsequent studies 
can support teacher education programs to reflect on ways to integrate topics of (a)gender and (a)sexuality 
across all of teacher preparation. Over time, and as other disciplines work to develop academic standards 
and queer-inclusive curriculum that affirm students’ differential bodied realities, and hence, self-
determination,  a  queer  autonomy  has  real time  possibility  for becoming a normalized and integrated  
curricular  piece—and that  would be the ultimate justice. 
 
sj	Miller,	A	Queer	Literacy	Framework	Promoting	(A)Gender	and	(A)Sexuality	Self-Determination	and	Justice,	
English	Journal,	Volume	104,	Number	5,	May	2015.	Copyright	©	2015	by	the	National	Council	of	Teachers	of	
English.	All	rights	reserved.	Used	with	Permission.	
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Notes 

1. See Moses for a robust discussion of autonomy as self-determination, which is 
characterized by Raz’s concepts of integrity, independence, and adequate range of 
options, etc. Herein, these terms are thoroughly defined. 

2. For an extended discussion on “internal safety,” see 
Leonardi and Saenz’s conceptualization. 
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Using Data to Avoid Gender Disparity in English-Language Arts 
Classroom 
 
 

By Jenny Grant Rankin 
 
Ample evidence demonstrates that prejudice undermines females and that such prejudice persists in 
classrooms. For example, teachers give boys more attention in class (Beaman, Wheldall, & Kemp, 2006) 
and call on boys more frequently (Altermatt, Jovanovic, & Perry, 1998). Partiality is often subtle, and due 
to what’s known as a “bias blind spot,” those who feel they demonstrate no gender bias can actually be 
more likely to demonstrate such bias (Sandberg, 2013). Thus all teachers need to consciously take steps to 
identify and eliminate gender bias. Data is a tool that has been put to powerful use in the field of education, 
where it allows educators to disaggregate performance and other student indicators by subgroups such as 
gender. This paper features six ways teachers of English-Language Arts can use data such as grades, 
assessment scores, effort and participation indicators, enrollment rates, and survey responses to monitor 
their students’ needs as well as their own actions as teachers. Such data can help educators determine if 
genders are participating equally and performing equivalently, and the data can help teachers make related 
adjustments in the classroom. 
 
1. Examine Your Own Practices 
 
Harvard researchers changed the name on an otherwise-identical resume from Heidi to Howard, presented 
the resume to two different groups, and found both men and women viewed Howard as a “vastly” more 
appealing hire than those considering Heidi (McGinn & Tempest, 2010). The same behaviors perceived as 
“showing leadership” or “taking initiative” in men are commonly labeled as “bossy” or “too aggressive” 
when women exhibit the exact same behaviors (Sandberg, 2013). Given these norms, it is likely for 
teachers to treat the same characteristics or behaviors in female students in different ways than they 
respond to the same traits and actions in male students. For example, schools are prime environments for 
girls to practice leadership, yet such opportunities can be scarce (Girl Scout Research Institute, 2008). 
 
Teachers can reflect on how they respond to different scenarios that arise in the classroom and consider 
whether gender has played a role in their responses. They can support this inquiry by collecting data 
concerning their own actions, such as videotaping themselves to watch and analyze later or asking a 
teacher’s assistant to keep tallies concerning their interactions with students. Specific indicators to look for 
can include the teacher’s reaction when a student speaks without being called on (e.g., allowing the student 
to speak versus requiring the student to wait for his or her turn); how the teacher reacts when a student 
breaks a class rule; how many students of each gender are called on (overall, as well as for higher-level 
questions); the teacher’s response when a student provides an incorrect answer (e.g., does the teacher label 
the response as wrong or couch the response with encouragement such as, “I can see why you would think 
that”); how the teacher reacts when a student interrupts someone else in the classroom; and how many 
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students of each gender are asked to lead other students when appropriate. Examining this data by gender 
within a particular classroom can reveal if treatment of students varies by sex. 
 
This paper ends with a checklist of resources that can help educators curb gender discrepancies they might 
identify. Having spent the largest portion of my career as a junior high school English teacher, I used to 
fold back the cover pages or name-bearing corners of students’ written papers in order to avoid involuntary 
bias. Educators should select strategies that work best for them and their students, and collect data on the 
same indicators again in the future to check progress. Student surveys are also a vital source of data that 
can be used to gage how students feel in a classroom, whether they feel safe taking risks there, whether 
they feel challenged, and more. Teachers can administer at least two brief student surveys per year to 
collect this data. Responses should be anonymous with the exception that students should indicate their 
gender so responses can be analyzed by sex. 
 
2. Encourage the Breaking of Stereotypes 
 
English-Language Arts classrooms often involve discussions, such as those concerning selected pieces of 
literature. There is currently more tolerance for the interruption of females than males, and females are less 
likely to respond than males when the response involves reaching for a new challenge (Sandberg, 2013). To 
counter these tendencies, educators can examine participation data by gender to ensure female students are 
speaking up as much as their male counterparts. For example, teachers can ask an aide or colleague to 
record a score by a student’s name when he or she speaks up and base this score on the quantity and depth 
of the student’s words (e.g., a thorough response versus a short answer). Some data systems, such as 
Illuminate Data and Assessment Management, allow these score marks to be dropped under a web camera 
for instant analysis. These scores, disaggregated by gender, would provide insight into the gender balance 
of voices in a classroom. 
 
Teachers can then utilize ‘nudge’ techniques to encourage students to act outside of their comfort zones at 
crucial moments; when students act outside of their comfort zones, teachers may see significant change 
(Thaler & Sunstein, 2009). Teachers can ‘nudge’ students by encouraging them to speak up more and by 
praising those who refrain from interrupting others or trivializing others’ responses. 
 
3. Monitor Performance 
 
A report on how National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) results are communicated cites the 
power of giving users the ability to manipulate result types such as gaps between subgroups (Zenisky, 
Hambleton, & Sireci, 1999). Gender is one such subgroup where gaps should be identified and remedied, 
with boys and girls being two subgroups whose data should be regularly compared for educators’ 
consideration. Unfortunately, gender does not constitute one of the subgroups used for federal (and thus all-
state) accountability in education; those subgroups only include each major racial/ethnic group, socio-
economically disadvantaged status, English learner status, and special education status. Thus, it is 
especially crucial that educators monitor their own gender subgroups with data. 
 
When I was a junior high school English teacher, I discovered my district’s data system allowed me to 
disaggregate students’ common assessment performance by gender. This helped me identify disparities 
within my classroom, which prompted me to evaluate and refine the curriculum and instruction I had used 
before each test. Educators can use grades, assessment scores, writing rubric-based scores and comments, 
listening and speaking project data, and other feedback to compare each gender’s performance within the 



GALA Journal: A Journal of the Gender in Literacy and Life Assembly, Vol. 21, Dec. 15, 2015 
	
	
	

 45 

classroom. When a significant gap is identified, the teacher can make adjustments to curriculum and 
instructional strategies to more effectively help the struggling gender master a particular content standard, 
such as a Common Core State Standard (CCSS). Such adjustments might include selecting texts that deal 
with content likely to appeal to the girls in the class, ensuring stories’ strong protagonists are female as 
often as male, or designing lessons that appeal to the learning styles preferred most by girls in the class. 
 
These content decisions should not be made based on gender stereotypes. For example, including more girl-
friendly content does not mean replacing sports stories with perky poems relating to fashion. Making that 
mistake could communicate false gender role boundaries and exacerbate gender-related struggles. Rather, 
content can involve plots where girls take the lead, where there are female protagonists with strong voices, 
and that feature settings where girls are as present and involved as are boys. Note none of these content 
aspects involves limitations on topic or genre. The award-winning GoldieBlox product line of books and 
toys exemplifies how one can target girls and circumvent gender stereotypes; we see this in its 
advertisement (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IIGyVa5Xftw). GoldieBlox products engage girls in 
engineering and construction – fields often mistakenly assumed to be desired only by boys – but they do so 
using content and packaging many girls say they like. 
 
However, survey data indicating students’ genre and subject interests can also be used in each classroom to 
provide learners with content shown to be of interest to individual students. New genres and topics can then 
be introduced as learners grow more competent in the material. As with other recommendations in this 
paper, teachers should also assist males when data indicates they are struggling. An extensive research 
review revealed boys’ literacy struggles to be the number one reason boys lag behind their female peers 
academically (Whitmire, 2010). Teachers should strive to meet the needs of any gender represented in the 
classroom, and data can help teachers identify what these needs are. For example, if boys in a classroom 
report a lack of engagement in the reading material, the teacher should check to ensure material exists that 
will cater to those students’ expressed interests. 
 
4. Advocate for Gender Balance in Programs 
 
School-wide enrollment data can be probed for gender balance in programs related to English-language arts 
success. For example, teachers can request access to enrollment data and investigate whether approximately 
equal percentages of female versus male students are participating in Honors English-Language Arts 
classes, Advanced Placement (AP) and International Baccalaureate (IB) courses, Gifted and Talented 
Education (GATE), speech and debate teams or clubs, intervention and support classes, tutoring 
opportunities, and other student programs. If significant discrepancies are found, teachers can collaborate 
with colleagues and their administrators to identify and implement strategies for facilitating equal program 
access. When I was a school district administrator, I examined program enrollment by gender at the district 
level and for each of our schools. Teachers can often find someone in the district office who has already 
examined program enrollment by gender and will be happy to share this information. 
 
5. Model Gender Balance in Leadership 
 
Seventy-five percent of U.S. teachers are women (Papay, Harvard Graduate School of Education, 2007), 
yet only 18% of U.S. superintendents are female, and women are significantly underrepresented in 
principalships (Grogan & Brunner, 2005). In some school leadership areas, such as leadership positions 
related to information technology, women earn less money than men and have less prestigious titles even 
though they have higher levels of education, have worked in the field longer, and have held their positions 
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longer than their male counterparts (Consortium for School Networking, 2014). When we encourage girls 
to step out of their comfort zones, speak up, and seize challenges, it sends a mixed message when we 
simultaneously model a gender-disparate environment for adults. 
 
Research has revealed women tend to think communally and not reach for positions in which they don’t 
have prior experience, whereas men recommend themselves for opportunities based solely on their 
“potential” (Sandberg, 2013). However, encouragement from educator peers can promote more balance in 
educator leadership roles and provide students with a more equitable impression of adulthood. When I 
made the jump from English teacher to assistant principal, it was due to encouragement from my principal. 
She had made the same move years before due to the urging of her male principal. Both male and female 
educators can encourage more women in their field to step forward as leaders. 
 
Educators of all levels can use staff data to assess how many women serve as administrators and leaders 
(e.g., grade level or department chairs) on their district’s campuses. This data can be used to ignite dialogue 
and examine teachers’ career goals. Educators of any gender can encourage their female colleagues to 
apply for leadership positions, pursue mentorships and higher credentials, and take others steps to increase 
their odds for advancement. 
 
6. Advocate for Data that Is Easy to Understand and Use 
 
The Consortium for School Networking (CoSN) reports data systems represent enormous opportunities for 
advancing student learning, yet teachers and administrators need data systems that organize school and 
student data in ways that are easy to understand (Stansbury, 2013). Any of the above steps can hurt 
educators’ efforts rather than help them if data is misinterpreted and decisions based on the data are ill-
informed. Due to a number of factors, such as the intricacies of performance measurement instruments, 
education data tends to be more difficult to understand than most other types of data. For example, in a 
study of 211 accuracy when analyzing a single bar graph and a single table of student data, educators at all 
levels averaged a success rate of only 11% accuracy (Rankin, 2013). However, this poor accuracy occurred 
when typical education data reports were used, such as those most commonly seen in the data systems 
educators use to house and view data. 
 
Although some data systems include tools to help users use the data system, they usually do not include 
adequate support for how to interpret and use the data correctly (VanWinkle, Vezzu, & Zapata-Rivera, 
2011). Given education data’s propensity for misinterpretation, simply providing educators with data 
reports is not enough; data systems should also include tools to guide data use, such as links to instructional 
materials and guides. This will help teachers translate data into action (National Forum on Education 
Statistics, 2010). For example, educators’ 11% data analysis accuracy previously noted rose significantly 
when the report tool embedded data analysis guidance in a footer, reference sheet, or reference guide 
(Rankin, 2013). When a brief, report-specific footer offered data analysis guidance at the bottom of each 
data report viewed by the study’s participants, educators’ analyses of displayed data were 307% more 
accurate (and 336% when participants specifically indicated they used the sheet, which occurred 73% of 
the time). When a 1-page reference sheet (offering report-specific support in understanding a report’s data) 
accompanied each data report viewed by the study’s participants, educators’ analyses of displayed data 
were 205% more accurate (and 300% when participants indicated they used the sheet, which occurred 50% 
of the time). Likewise, when a 2- to 3-page reference guide (offering more extensive report-specific 
guidance in the report’s use) accompanied each data report viewed by the study’s participants, educators’ 
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analyses of displayed data were 273% more accurate (and 436% when participants indicated they used the 
guide, which occurred 52% of the time). 
 
If the data system or reports used for data analyses lack any of the above guidance tools, teachers should 
speak with their school administrators and district administrators who oversee the data system’s use. 
Together these stakeholders can work with their data system/report providers and advocate for the tools’ 
inclusion in their data reporting environments. This way any data-informed changes educators implement 
with the goal of curbing gender inequity can be based on sound data use. 
 
Conclusion 
 
When English-Language Arts teachers are supported in data’s analysis and application, they can use it to 
better target students’ needs. Examining this data by gender can help teachers overcome gender-based 
struggles their students might experience and also improve their own professional practices. While the 
focus of this paper has been on using data to ensure the comparable participation and performance of 
genders, the same data can also be disaggregated by other subgroups such as racial/ethnic group, those who 
are socio-economically disadvantaged, English Language Learners or special education students. Just as 
English-Language Arts teachers are in a prime position to facilitate equal opportunities for girls and boys, 
they are also in a prime position to ensure other differences do not hinder their students. 
 
 
Helpful Resources to Inform Your Actions 

• Resources such as Lean In’s Ban Bossy campaign checklist for teachers (http://leanin.org/ban-
bossy/teacher-checklist/) can help educators curb gender discrepancies they might identify. 

• The National Education Association (NEA) (2014) report Closing the Leadership Gap: How 
Educators Can Help Girls Lead 
(http://image.email.nea.org/lib/fe8e1570706d037873/m/2/Girls+Leadership+Report.pdf) shares 
specific strategies educators can employ to help girls overcome stereotypes and assume leadership 
roles both within and outside school walls. 

• The Women’s Educational Equity Act (WEEA) Equity Resource Center Digest 
(http://www2.edc.org/womensequity/pdffiles/teacherexp.pdf) offers more resources and insight 
related to equity in the classroom. 

• To ensure data is easy to understand and use, educators can advocate for reporting tools to meet 
Over-the-Counter Data Standards (www.overthecounterdata.com/s/OTCDStandards.pdf). 
Templates anyone can use to accompany reports with reference tools are also available at 
www.overthecounterdata.com/templates. 

• The Women in Educational Leadership Conference (http://cehs.unl.edu/edad/women-educational-
leadership-conference) sponsored by the University of Nebraska-Lincoln is a national event 
providing a network and resources to address issues hindering women in educational leadership. 
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