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ABSTRACT 

Maffuz, Fidel, An Exploration of Elementary School Principals Perceptions of Their Role 

in Creating Inclusive School Environments. Doctor of Education (Educational 

Leadership) May 2019, Houston Baptist University, Houston Texas. 

Purpose 

 

The purpose of this study was to explore the perceptions of elementary school 

principals in southeast Texas public schools regarding their role in creating inclusive 

learning environments, specifically strategies and supports school principals have 

implemented, if any, in order to foster inclusiveness for diverse groups. 

Methodology   

In this descriptive study, the researcher used a phenomenological qualitative 

research methodology.  The researcher gained knowledge as the participants shared their 

feelings and described their perceptions from their own experiences.  A total of 12 

current elementary school principal participants addressed most questions on the survey 

and returned it to the researcher.  Five of the twelve participants responded to ten 

additional written open-ended questions to have an opportunity to expand on their survey 

questions. 

Findings 

The overall findings based on the responses to survey questions and open-ended 

questions by elementary school principal participants indicated that five themes 

embedded in four categories emerged. The categories were identified as follows: a) Role; 

b) Strategies and Procedures; c) Barriers; and d) Support. The themes for role included 

limited experience working with diverse population and limited comfortableness. The 

Strategies and Procedures category themes included teaching and modeling acceptance, 
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appreciation for differences, workshops for parents/guardians on family diversity, 

trainings on welcoming all types of families, including topics such as divorce, multiracial 

families, same-sex parents, grandparent-headed families, and immigrant families and 

continuous efforts to accept everyone. The themes for the category of Barriers included 

lack of trainings, lack of resources and parental dissatisfaction and inappropriateness to 

discuss outside the home. The Support category included themes of district trainings, 

modeling acceptance, willing parents, learning the needs of diverse population, 

workshops for educators inclusive of gender roles and gender stereotypes and written 

policy protecting students from harassment, violence and discrimination about actual or 

perceived sexual orientation or gender identity. 

Conclusions 

The need for creating inclusive elementary school learning environments is 

evident based on the participants’ responses in this study. The researcher learned that 

elementary school principals and their role in creating inclusive school learning 

environments is still a serious issue. Findings from the study data provided a clear 

understanding of the need and willingness of acquiring education in order to understand 

and support the diverse student population and their families at the elementary school 

level. Elementary school principals are open to receive professional development 

trainings that prepare them to foster and create inclusive environments for diverse 

students. Not having appropriate trainings was mentioned as a major barrier. Many 

elementary school principals feel that they need further professional development in 

topics related to diversity, gender and sexual orientation needs. Fable-Lindquist in 

Sadowski (2016) believes the district needs to move beyond its broad-based approaches 



 

 vii 

to cultural competence and provide targeted professional development about gender 

identity issues. The district also lacks coordinated program for the inclusion of gender 

identity issues in curriculum.  

The study also discovered that building diverse inclusive learning environments in 

elementary schools requires the support of all staff and the community. Not only physical 

safety is important but also emotional safety. Most elementary school principal 

participants in this study agreed that the support from all school staff members and the 

community is necessary in creating inclusive learning environments for diverse students.  

Professional development and training for teachers and staff must be provided 

throughout the school year. As Miller and Mikulec (2017) indicated, despite the 

improvements that we may see in schools today, current research shows that most 

teachers are still not equipped to meet the needs of LGBTQ youth. LGBTQ youth are still 

at significant risk, and teachers and other school staff have the ability to create an 

environment that is safe and affirming. Teacher education programs and in-service 

professional development are needed to prepare future teachers to know how to address 

anti-LGBTQ behaviors. Regardless of the excuses and backlash a school or individual 

may face, it is the school personnel's responsibility and legal obligation to ensure the 

safety of every learner. It is, therefore, teacher education programs' obligation to ensure 

that preservice teachers and other personnel have the necessary skills to make school 

safe. 

KEY WORDS: Ally, Culture, Cultural Competence, Cultural Proficiency, Elementary 

School, Disability, Discrimination, Diversity, Diversity in Education, Ethnicity, Gender, 

Gender Expression, Gender Identity, Identity, Lifestyle, Minoritized Group, Oppression, 
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Prejudice, Principals, Race, Racism, Religious Discrimination, Sexism, Safe School 

Improvement Act, Sexual Orientation, Student Non-Discrimination Act, Title IX. 
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CHAPTER I 

Introduction  

 Bochenek and Brown (2001) found that supportiveness from teachers and staff is 

particularly crucial for diverse students, especially for those who do not receive needed 

support from families and peers. Many diverse students expressed that having at least one 

supportive faculty or staff member was essential to surviving in a hostile atmosphere. 

Research has shown that for diverse students having a supportive teacher is associated 

with fewer reported school troubles (Russell, Seif, & Truong, 2001), greater feelings of 

psychological sense of belonging (Kosciw, 2004), and better academic outcomes 

(Kosciw, 2004; Russell, Seif, & Truong, 2001; Kosciw, 2004). For example, the 2005 

Gay, Lesbian, Straight Educational Network (GLSEN) survey found that diverse students 

were more likely to report issues when there were a greater number of supportive faculty 

and staff (Kosciw, Byard, Fischer, & Joslin, 2007).  

 Educational leaders’ intent on transforming their schools and districts into 

pluralistic, inclusive organizations must first be willing and able to look deeply into their 

own tacit assumptions about the diverse students with whom they work and examine their 

expectations about those students’ achievement potential (Lindsey, Roberts, & 

CampbellJones, 2013). This study aligns with Houston Baptist University’s (HBU) 

Pillars that seek to provide intellectual and spiritual education by acknowledging 

students’ abilities to be servants of God (Houston Baptist University, 2012). According to 

Houston Baptist University (2012), Pillar Two: Recruit for National Influence, recognizes 

the importance of recruiting nationally and to showcase the university to people across 

the United States and in other countries, by empowering the recruiting effort with 

scholarships. HBU intends to take its place among the finest Christian universities in the 
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United States by attracting a student body that is both larger and selective. They want to 

build on a tradition of sending out well-educated students by attracting top freshmen from 

all over the country. HBU recognizes that Houston is fast becoming one of the most 

diverse cities in the country.  The demographics of Houston families include 

representation from various cultures from all over the world. Houston Baptist University 

is blessed with the ability to recruit diverse students in Houston as well as around the 

world. HBU plans to become a top educational destination for students from families 

with heritage from around the nation interested in a distinctively Christian university 

learning experience (Houston Baptist University, 2012). 

 Lindsey, Roberts, and CampellJones (2013) suggested that leaders also must 

identify and pursue effective ways to educate all their students successfully, using 

strategies that both acknowledge and respond to the students’ varied cultural 

backgrounds. An inclusive, pluralistic, and instructionally powerful learning environment 

offers the real likelihood that all students will be well-educated and successful learners 

(Lindsey, Roberts, & CampbellJones, 2013).  

In this first chapter, the researcher presented a brief overview of the literature 

pertaining to (a) introduction; (b) background of the study; (c) statement of the problem; 

(d) statement of the purpose and significance; (e) research questions; (f) definition of 

terms; (g) theoretical framework; (h) limitations; (i) delimitations; (j) assumptions; and 

(k) organization of the study.   

Background of the Study 

 For centuries, schools have been the designated place to provide a learning 

environment to teach students. Public schools, which are operated and supported by 
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public funds, are in charge of teaching children from a variety of cultural, ethnic, and 

family backgrounds. Experts believe that for a curriculum to be inclusive, it must reflect 

all members of society (Bishop & Atlas, 2015). Findings indicated that even though most 

school districts serve diverse headed families, few schools have comprehensive curricula, 

practices, and policies that address their family structure (Bishop & Atlas, 2015).  After 

safety and comfort issues, the second concern of diverse parents in one study was a lack 

of an inclusive curriculum for their children (Bishop & Atlas, 2015). One striking finding 

was that within all areas assessed, schools were more proactive in addressing other types 

of diversity than that related to diverse headed families. Most schools are educating their 

elementary students about single-parent, blended, and stepfamilies, but not diverse 

headed families (Bishop & Atlas, 2015). Regardless of not having an inclusive 

curriculum, there are many different steps elementary school principals could take in 

order to create inclusive learning environments. Given that there is a shift in society 

toward more acceptance of same-sex marriage, it seems important to see if schools are 

recognizing these families (Bishop & Atlas, 2015). 

 The examples are offered to education boards and others to initiate conversations 

around ways to appropriately integrate the roles and contributions of diverse persons into 

the curriculum, emphasizing places where such issues are already latent in social science 

content standards (Vecellio, 2012). However; there is much more to do and to advocate 

for across the nation. The reality in other states is much more different than in California. 

It is evident that there are no recommended student resources such as textbooks, 

children’s literature, or videos that deal with diverse families. No textbooks are 

mentioned for the entire unit at all; hence there were none focusing on diverse families. 
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The curriculum book list of children’s literature is focused on different kinds of families 

but still, does not include diversity ones. It is broken down into the following sections: 

African American Stories, Hispanic American, Asian American, Native American, 

Family History, Cultural Understanding, and Other (Yessenow, 2002).  

 When students don’t feel connected to their school, they are more likely to miss 

class and even full days of school. Not only does this affect their learning, but it also 

denies them the identity development benefits that result from activities and in-person 

interactions that occur in schools. Despite the benefits, most diverse students don’t have 

access to a diverse inclusive curriculum. Eight states – Alabama, Arizona, Louisiana, 

Mississippi, Oklahoma, South Carolina, Texas, and Utah – have laws that explicitly 

prohibit the development and implementation of such curriculum (McGarry, 2013).  

Statement of the Problem 

Brayboy, Castagno, and Maughan (2007) suggested that despite the variety of 

reasons proposed as possible explanations for the persistent inequality in education, 

ranging from lack of parental support to individual student differences, the true culprits 

are the systemic, structural roadblocks that impede progress toward equality. Differences 

in individual characteristics simply cannot account for the pervasiveness of disparities in 

academic achievement among racial groups (Brayboy et al., 2007). Moreover, blaming 

students for individual differences or focusing too narrowly on any of the other reasons 

distracts educational leaders and teachers from effecting necessary change (Brown, 

Benkovitz, Muttillo, & Urban, 2011; Cambron-McCabe &McMarthy, 2005; McKenzie & 

Scheurich, 2008).  In addition, issues of sexual orientation and gender identity/expression 

in our nation’s schools are increasing in visibility. Recent studies have suggested that at 
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least half of high school students know another student who is different (Harris 

Interactive & GLSEN, 2005; Hamilton College, 2001; Widmeyer & GLSEN, 2004).  

Statement of the Purpose and Significance 

 The purpose of this study was to explore perceptions of elementary school 

principals in southeast Texas public schools regarding their role in creating inclusive 

learning environments, specifically strategies and supports school principals have 

implemented, if any, in order to foster inclusiveness for diverse students and their 

families.  Wimberly (2015) indicated in an increasingly diverse society, educators and 

policy makers face the challenge of fostering educational environments that are inclusive 

and welcoming to all students and teachers. Schools and teachers must consider whether 

the educational context facilitates learning for all youth, including those sexual-minority 

students, as well as children of sexual-minority parents. 

 This study contributed to the existing literature, providing insight as it relates to 

the understanding of elementary school principals and their role in creating inclusive 

learning environments where every student is academically successful so that not only 

different races, cultural heritage, and socioeconomic level are understood, included and 

represented but also the diverse population. K-12 schools and colleges have had to 

respond to the increased visibility of diverse youth and young adults as well as faculty 

and staff on their campuses (Wimberly, 2015). This research may lead to greater 

awareness of the need for cultural proficiency training enabling elementary school 

leaders to establish school policies and procedures on their campuses that create inclusive 

learning environments.  
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Research Questions 

Boeree (2002) noted that the phenomena speak for themselves, meaning the 

researcher should be prepared to listen.  In this study, the researcher described the 

perceptions of elementary school principals in southeast Texas public schools regarding 

their role in creating inclusive learning environments, specifically strategies and supports 

school principals have implemented, if any, in order to foster inclusiveness for diverse 

groups, as they actually appeared to the participants-free of the researcher’s biases and 

beliefs as supported by the work of Gall, Gall, and Borg (2006). 

1. What are the perceptions of elementary school principals regarding their role in 

creating inclusive school environments? 

2. What are the perceptions of elementary school principals regarding strategies 

and procedures needed to create inclusive school environments? 

3. What are the perceptions of elementary school principals regarding barriers to 

creating inclusive school environments? 

4. What are the perceptions of elementary school principals regarding supports for 

creating inclusive school environments? 

Definition of Terms 

Ally  

 A member of the majority or dominant group who works to end oppression by 

recognizing their own privilege and supporting or advocating for the oppressed 

population (GLSEN, 2014). 
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Culture  

 Groupings of people with seemingly common characteristics, such as race, gender 

identity, sexual orientation, social class, ableness, and religious/faith/spirituality 

affiliation, among others (Lindsey, Diaz, Lindsey, Nuri-Robins, & Terrell, 2013). 

Cultural Competence 

The ability to successfully teach students who come from a culture or cultures 

other than our own. It entails developing certain personal and interpersonal awareness 

and sensitivities, understanding certain bodies of cultural knowledge, and mastering a set 

of skills that, taken together, underlie effective cross-cultural teaching and culturally 

responsive teaching (National Education Association, 2019). Cultural competence is the 

key to thriving in culturally diverse classrooms and schools - and it can be learned, 

practiced, and institutionalized to better serve diverse students, their families, and their 

communities. 

Cultural Proficiency 

A mindset, a worldview, a way of being assumed by a person or an organization 

for effectively describing, responding to, and planning for issues that arise in diverse 

environments. Is knowing how to learn and teach about different groups in ways that 

acknowledge and honor all people and the groups they represent (Lindsey, Roberts, & 

CampbellJones, 2013). 

Disability 

Child with a disability means a child evaluated in accordance with §§300.304 

through 300.311 as having an intellectual disability, a hearing impairment (including 

deafness), a speech or language impairment, a visual impairment (including blindness), a 
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serious emotional disturbance (referred to in this part as “emotional disturbance”), an 

orthopedic impairment, autism, traumatic brain injury, an other health impairment, a 

specific learning disability, deaf-blindness, or multiple disabilities, and who, by reason 

thereof, needs special education and related services (U.S. Department of Education, 

2019). 

Discrimination 

Action based on prejudice. When we act on our prejudices, we are discriminating 

(Sensoy & DiAngelo, 2012). 

Diversity 

Different cultural backgrounds and customs, different ways of communicating, 

and different traditions and values (National Education Association, 2019). 

Diversity in Education 

Diversity can be defined as the sum of the ways that people are both alike and 

different. The dimensions of diversity include race, ethnicity, gender, sexual orientation, 

language, culture, religion, mental and physical ability, class, and immigration status. The 

field of education includes diverse professional job categories ranging from classroom 

teachers to education support professionals to higher education faculty to retired 

professionals. While diversity itself is not a value-laden term, the way that people react to 

diversity is driven by values, attitudes, beliefs, and so on. Full acceptance of diversity is a 

major principle of social justice (National Education Association, 2019).  
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Elementary School  

Schools are organized into elementary (primary) schools, middle schools, and 

high (secondary) schools.  Primary or elementary education ranges from grade 1 to 

grades 4-7, depending on state and school district policy (U.S. Department of Education, 

2019). 

Ethnicity 

A grouping of people based on geographical region, nationality, or culture (e.g., 

Afro-Caribbean, Japanese, Hmong, Kurdish) (National Education Association, 2019). 

Gender  

The socially prescribed and enforced roles, behaviors, and expectations that are 

assigned to male and female bodies. These roles determine how you are “supposed” to 

feel and act based on your body (Sensoy & DiAngelo, 2012). 

Gender Expression  

 The multiple ways (e.g., behaviors, dress) in which a person may choose to 

communicate gender to oneself and/or to others (GLSEN, 2014). 

Gender Identity  

The development of one’s self as a male or female in relation to others (Sensoy & 

DiAngelo, 2012). 

Identity  

 How one unterstands ourselves, what one calls ourselves and often who one 

connects to and associate with. Each of us has a unique diversity of social identities based 

on our sexual orientation, gender identity, race/ethnicity, socioeconomic status, religion 

and other important parts of who we are. Those identities develop over time, intersect 
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with each other and help give meaning to our lives. Below, you’ll find many common 

terms that people use to identify themselves, especially in relation to their sexual 

orientation, gender identity and gender expression. It’s important to remember that these 

terms are about self-identification; no one can tell anyone else how to identify or what 

terms to use (GLSEN, 2014). 

Lifestyle  

 A misnomer often used to assume that homosexuality is chose. Similar to sexual 

preference (Lindsey, Diaz, Lindsey, Nuri-Robins, & Terrell, 2013). 

Minoritized Group 

A social group that is devalued in society. This devaluing encompasses how the 

group is represented, what degree of access to resources it is granted, and how unequal 

access is rationalized. Traditionally, a group in this position has been referred to as 

“minority group”. However, this language has been replaced with the term “minoritized” 

in order to capture the active dynamics that create the lower status in society and also to 

signal that a group’s status is not necessarily related to how many or few of them there 

are in the population at large (Sensoy & DiAngelo, 2012). 

Oppression 

The discrimination of one social group against another, backed by institutional 

power. Oppression occurs when one group is able to enforce its prejudice throughout 

society because it controls the institutions. Oppression occurs at the group or macro level 

and goes well beyond individuals. Sexism, racism, classism, ableism, and heterosexism 

are forms of oppression (Sensoy & DiAngelo, 2012). 
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People of Color (Person of Color) 

The term is used to describe people who are racialized (seen by dominant society 

as having a race) based on phenotypical features (such as hair texture, bone structure, and 

skin color) (Sensoy & DiAngelo, 2012). 

Prejudice 

Learned prejudgment about members of social groups to which we do not belong. 

Prejudice is based on limited knowledge or experience with the group. Simplistic 

judgements and assumptions are made and projected onto everyone from that group 

(Sensoy & DiAngelo, 2012). 

Principal/Educators 

All education professionals and paraprofessionals working in participating 

schools (as defined in this document), including principals or other heads of a school, 

teachers, other professional instructional staff (e.g. staff involved in curriculum 

development, staff development, or operating library, media and computer centers), pupil 

support services staff (e.g. guidance counselors, nurses, speech pathologists, etc.), other 

administrators (e.g. assistant principals, discipline specialists.), and paraprofessionals 

(e.g. assistant teachers, instructional aides) (U.S. Department of Education, 2019). 

Race 

Teaching about race and racism in the United States is a complex and emotional 

process. While many of us think of race as fixed categories - Asian, Black, and White, for 

example - many scholars have noted that race is not a biological category, but an idea, a 

social construction, that people use to interpret human differences and justify 

socioeconomic arrangements in ways that benefit one social group over another (Adams, 
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Bell, & Griffin, 2007). For data collection purposes, the U.S. federal government defines 

Hispanic as a person of Mexican, Puerto Rican, Cuban, South or Central American, or 

other Spanish culture or origin, regardless of race (National Education Association, 

2019). 

Religious Discrimination 

The civil rights laws enforced by the U.S. Department of Education’s Office for 

Civil Rights (OCR) protect all students, regardless of religious identity, from 

discrimination on the basis of race, color, national origin, sex, disability, and age. None 

of the laws that OCR enforces expressly address religious discrimination. However, the 

law OCR enforces that prohibits schools, colleges, and universities from discriminating 

based on race, color, or national origin (Title VI of the Civil Rights Act of 1964), protects 

students of any religion from discrimination, including harassment, based on a student’s 

actual or perceived: shared ancestry or ethnic characteristics, or citizenship or residency 

in a country with a dominant religion or distinct religious identity (U.S. Department of 

Education, 2019). 

Safe Schools Improvement Act (SSIA)  

 The Safe Schools Improvement Act that requires all schools to create and enforce 

anti-bullying policies that would protect students against all bullying, including bullying 

on the basis of sexual orientation or gender identity or if a student has diverse parents or 

friends (Family Equality Council, 2013). 

Sexism 

The systematic oppression of women by men, under patriarchy. Sexism is based 

on the belief that men are inherently superior to women. Sexism encompasses economic, 
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political, social, and institutional actions and beliefs that perpetuate an unequal 

distribution of privileges, resources, and power between men and women (Sensoy & 

DiAngelo, 2012). 

Sexual Orientation  

 The inner feelings of who a person is attracted to emotionally and/or physically, in 

relation to their own gender identity. Some people may identify as “asexual,” “bisexual,” 

“gay,” “lesbian,” “pansexual,” “queer,” “straight,” and many more (GLSEN, 2014). 

Student Non-Discrimination Act (SNDA)  

 A federal bill that would prohibit bullying, harassment and discrimination against 

students because of their sexual orientation or gender identity or because they have 

diverse parents or friends (Family Equality Council, 2013). 

Title IX  

 The federal law passed in 1972 that requires gender equity for boys and girls in 

every educational program that receives federal funding (titleix.info, n.d.). 

Theoretical Framework 

 The theoretical framework used for this study will rely on the conceptual 

framework for culturally proficient practices which describes elements of culturally 

proficient schools and organizations that are relevant in order to create healthy policies 

and practices for inclusive learning environments (Lindsey, Roberts, & CampbellJones, 

2013). How educators respond to students from culturally diverse populations influences 

what students learn and how they learn it. Teachers should be well prepared to instruct 

students in various content areas, and they must be sensitive to the ways in which a 

student’s culture impacts what and how he or she learns (Lindsey et al., 2013). The 

http://titleix.info/
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Conceptual Framework for Culturally Proficient Practices includes: The Five Essential 

Elements of Cultural Competence and The Cultural Proficiency Continuum. The Five 

Essential Elements of Cultural Competence serve as standards for personal, professional 

values and behaviors, as well as organizational policies and practices.  

The Five Essential Elements of Cultural Competence 

1. Assessing Cultural Knowledge - Identify the differences among the people 

in your environment. A school leader promotes the success of all students by 

facilitating an examination of one’s own culture, and the effect it may have on 

others in the school and learning about the cultures that compose the 

community in which the school resides (Lindsey et al., 2013). 

2. Valuing Diversity - Embrace the differences as contributing to the value of 

the environment. A school leader welcomes diversity into the school by 

developing a community of learning within the school and with parents and 

other interested members of the school community (Lindsey et al., 2013). 

3. Managing the Dynamics of Difference - Reframe the differences so that 

diversity is not perceived as a problem to be solved. A school leader 

recognizes that conflict is a natural and normal part of life and learns to 

manage conflict to the best interest of all involved. She recognizes conflict as 

constrained energy needing proper release into the system (Lindsey et al., 

2013). 

4. Adapting to Diversity - Teach and learn about differences and how to 

respond to them effectively. A school leader promotes continuous learning 
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with his school and community colleagues to mitigate issues arising from 

differences in experiences and perspectives (Lindsey et al., 2013). 

5. Institutionalizing Cultural Knowledge - Change the systems to ensure 

healthy and effective responses to diversity. A school leader provides 

opportunities for school and community colleagues to use information about 

the school and community cultures in ways that honor and challenge 

continuous learning (Lindsey et al., 2013). 

 The Cultural Proficiency Continuum portrays people and organizations who 

possess the knowledge, skills, and moral bearing to distinguish among healthy and 

unhealthy practices as represented by different world views. The Cultural Proficiency 

Continuum will provide an insight into what elements are necessary in creating inclusive 

school environments (Lindsey et al., 2013).  

Culturally Proficient Educators 

 Culturally proficient educators engage in personal reflection on their practice as 

well as become involved in cross-cultural dialogue with colleagues, students, and 

parents/guardians about shared educational and community interests. People and 

organizations who are effective in cross-cultural communication regularly engage in 

“thinking about their own thinking” and in “seeking to understand others” - two skills 

basic to Cultural Proficiency’s inside-out approach to individual and organizational 

change. Culturally proficient practices, whether individual or organizational, are 

developed through intentional willingness to examine our own behavior and values as 

well as our school’s (or district/boards’s) policies and practices. Examinations such as 

these are facilitated through the use of two communication devices - personal reflection 
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and dialogue (Lindsey, Diaz, Nuri-Robins Terrell, & Lindsey, 2013). Within schools 

abide forces that either block (Barriers) or facilitate (Guiding Principles) student 

achievement. Implementing new practices in schools is often difficult and made even 

more difficult when issues serving the educational needs of diverse students are 

embedded in change processes. Although it may be true that change is not easy, we also 

know that change is inevitable and natural. When properly understood and implemented, 

the change process can be led in ways that target the educational needs of diverse 

students and, at the same time, benefit all learners in our schools (Lindsey, Diaz, Nuri-

Robins Terrell, & Lindsey, 2013). 

The Cultural Proficiency Continuum and Essential Elements of Cultural 

Proficiency  

 The Cultural Proficiency Continuum and Essential Elements of Cultural 

Proficiency are the visible Tools of Cultural Proficiency and are represented by what we 

do, not by what we say we do. The Essential Elements are standards for personal and 

professional behavior as well as for organizational policies and practices. When culture is 

embraced as an asset, educational successes can be crafted, both for ourselves as 

educators and for the communities we serve. The Barriers to Cultural Proficiency and the 

Guiding Principles of Cultural Proficiency are the “invisible guiding hands” of the 

framework. Barriers inform the negative aspects of the Cultural Proficiency Continuum: -

while the Guiding Principles serve to inform the positive aspects of the Cultural 

Proficiency Continuum: Cultural Precompetence, Cultural Competence, and Cultural 

Proficiency (Lindsey, Diaz, Nuri-Robins Terrell, & Lindsey, 2013).  
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 Lindsey, Diaz, Nuri-Robins Terrell, and Lindsey (2013) defined the Cultural 

Proficiency Continuum as follows: 

Cultural Destructiveness - Eliminates differences. The elimination of other 

people’s cultures. 

Cultural Incapacity - Demean differences. Belief in the superiority of one’s 

culture and behavior that disempowers another’s culture. 

Cultural Blindness - Dismiss differences. Acting as if the cultural differences 

you see do not matter or not recognizing that there are differences among and 

between cultures. 

Cultural Pre-competence - Respond inadequately to the dynamics of difference. 

awareness of the limitations of one’s skills or an organization’s practices when 

interacting with other cultural groups.  

Cultural Competence - Engage with differences using the essential elements as 

standards. Using the five essential elements of cultural proficiency as the standard 

for individual behavior and organizational practices. 

Cultural Proficiency - Esteem and learn differences as a lifelong practice. 

Knowing how to learn about and from individual and organizational culture; 

interacting effectively in a variety of cultural environments advocating for others. 

Limitations 

 Limitations are factors that may affect the interpretations of the findings because 

they are not controlled by the researcher (Lunenburg & Irby, 2008). The limitations of 

this study included the following: 
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1. The researcher may face apprehension and uneasiness from elementary 

school principals about providing information or having conversations about diverse 

students in elementary school settings. Many educators feel unprepared or unequipped to 

incorporate gender identity issues and are afraid of backlash from parents, community 

members, and/or administration (Doellman, 2017). 

2. The lack of knowledge from elementary school principal about gender 

identity. Schools are largely underprepared and lack the resources to support diverse 

students (Dinkins & Englert, 2015). 

3. Gender identity are more relevant and more discussed at the secondary level 

due to prevalent issues related to bullying. As Espelage (2015) explained, it appears that 

as youth enter adolescence and puberty, their bullying tendencies begin to incorporate 

gender and sexual content. Individual, peer, and cultural homophobia provide bully 

perpetrators with easy and vulnerable targets in diverse youth. 

Delimitations 

 Delimitations are factors that are self-imposed boundaries by the researcher to get 

purposeful data (Lunenburg & Irby, 2008). Delimitations of this study included the 

following: 

1. The participants in this study were selected from current elementary school 

principals from a southeast Texas district.  

2. The sample of elementary school principals may not be representative of the 

general population of southeast Texas elementary schools. 

3. The data will be gathered from anonymous surveys and responses to open-

ended written questions. 
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Assumptions 

Three general assumptions of this study were: 

 1.  The survey used in this study will be valid for the purpose intended. 

 2.  The participants will understand the survey and will respond objectively and 

honestly. 

 3.  Interpretation of the data collected will reflect what participants intended. 

Organization of the Study 

 This study was organized into five chapters.  Chapter I includes introduction, 

background of the study, statement of the problem, statement of the purpose and 

significance, research questions, definition of terms, theoretical framework, limitations, 

delimitations, assumptions, and organization of the study.  In Chapter II, the researcher 

provides a review of the literature including: (a) introduction; (b) theories regarding 

culturally proficient practices; (d) institutional practices to support undergraduate 

graduation; (e) the state of education for Latinos; and (f) programs that work for Latino 

students in higher education; (g) summary.  In Chapter III, the researcher describes the 

methodology used in this study, which includes research design, participants, context and 

setting, instrumentation, data collection, and data analysis.  In Chapter IV, the researcher 

provided findings of the study.  In Chapter V, the researcher provided discussions, 

implications, recommendations, and conclusions. 
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CHAPTER II 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

The purpose of this phenomenological study was to explore perceptions of 

elementary school principals in southeast Texas public schools of their role in creating an 

inclusive learning environments. What strategies and supports have school principals 

implemented, if any, in order to foster inclusiveness for diverse groups. We want to 

explore the ways elementary school principals create inclusive school environments 

where all students can be academically successful and what barriers they have faced in an 

attempt of creating inclusive school environments.  

 There is limited research related specifically to gender identity in elementary 

schools. The following literature review presents literature that addresses gender identity 

issues in school settings. The chapter begins with equity and social justice and follows 

with twelve sections related to various topics associated with gender identity in schools. 

Equity and Social Justice 

 Brayboy, Castagno, and Maughan (2007) suggested that despite the variety of 

reasons proposed as possible explanations for the persistent inequality in education, 

ranging from lack of parental support to individual student differences, the true culprits 

are the systemic, structural roadblocks that impede progress toward equality. Differences 

in individual characteristics simply cannot account for the pervasiveness of disparities in 

academic achievement among racial groups (Brayboy et al., 2007). Moreover, blaming 

students for individual differences or focusing too narrowly on any of the other reasons 

distracts educational leaders and teachers from effecting necessary change (Brown et al., 

2011; Cambron-McCabe &McMarthy, 2005; McKenzie & Scheurich, 2008).  
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 Ultimately, if equality continues to be the goal of a U.S. society that purportedly 

values justice for all, there must be a phase of progress toward that goal characterized by 

a commitment to unequal distribution of resources (Brayboy et al., 2007). The 

populations that have been underserved by the current system’s ineffective commitment 

to equality must have an opportunity to receive more and different resources in order to 

level the playing field (Bates, 2006; Brayboy et al., 2007; Delpit, 1988). Brayboy et al. 

(2007) clarified that this redirected focus on equity does not mean that new recipients of 

more resources will receive more than their fair share. The shift to an equity focus also 

includes a push for a truer sense of fairness demonstrated by the district as an institutional 

actor insisting that educators provide students of color with unwritten rules and 

expectations hidden in the current educational system (Delpit, 1988). Without these 

explicit guidelines, underserved students will continue to be disadvantaged by a system 

that was not designed to include their diverse backgrounds, even if educators 

methodically work to change the system (Delpit, 1988). 

 Brayboy et al. (2007) suggested that assimilation, defined as the mandate for 

those who are not in power to adopt the practices and beliefs of those who are in power, 

should no longer serve as the prerequisite for academic success. School norms influenced 

by assimilationist policies disregard the right to self-determination for members of 

marginalized groups (Brayboy et al., 2007). Further, assimilative practices allow the 

unique abilities and needs of individuals to be overlooked (Bates, 2006), which seems to 

be in contrast with the foundational U.S. ethic of individualism. Members of 

marginalized groups can make the independent decision to accommodate by adopting 

particular practices and values considered personally beneficial as a response to 
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assimilation (Brayboy et al., 2007). Brayboy et al. (2007) warned, however, that 

accommodation relieves the pressure for those in power to actually change. Further, the 

continuing relevance of race within U.S. society means that those who physically look 

different from those in power can never fully assimilate (Brayboy et al., 2007). 

Consequently, educational leaders, as part of the organized collective, must challenge 

inequities previously considered norms within the educational system that fail to 

contribute to the academic success of all students (Cambron-McCabe & McCarthy, 

2005). 

 An examination of the years following the Brown v. Board of Education (1954) 

decision illustrates how equality became confused with equity (Brayboy et al., 2007). The 

Supreme Court’s decision in Brown v. Board of Education (1954) supported the 

expectation that equality could be achieved by desegregating schools because students 

would attend the same schools and share the same materials. The decision did not 

consider the potential resistance from Whites, nor the cumulative effects of previous 

inequalities. Despite legal mandates to integrate, White students have continued to 

receive more and better resources than students of color (Brayboy et al., 2007). As a 

result, disparities in academic achievement continue to persist between White students 

and students of color (Cambron-McCabe & McCarthy, 2005). This persistent inequality 

signifies that push for equity and social justice must continue (Skrla et al., 2001).  

 Inequalities are present in multiple areas of the educational system, including 

curriculum, instruction, assessment, and the distribution of resources (Ladson-Billings, 

1995). The systematic racism embedded in these areas is often masked by the U.S. belief 

in individualism or meritocracy (Ladson-Billings, 1995). Again, because the belief is that 
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everyone has equal access to educational opportunities, anyone who falls short is 

believed to have failed as a result of his/her own personal deficiencies (Bates, 2006; 

Ladson-Billings, 1995). Gallagher (2003) argued that mediocrity obscures institutional 

realities that marginalize students of color while maintaining privilege for White students. 

Some teachers attempting to avoid marginalizing their students of color rely on 

colorblind approaches, unintentionally perpetuating marginalization (Brayboy et al., 

2007). 

 Brayboy et al. (2007) defined colorblindness as the unwillingness or inability to 

discuss race, in the hope that doing so will emphasize the share humanity and equality of 

all. Gotanza (2000) called colorblindness a technique that requires an individual to ignore 

what one has already noticed. Nonrecognition, therefore, requires one to first 

acknowledge the existence of race, and then attempt to disregard the social construction 

and implications of race which is impossible to do in daily life (Gotanza, 2000). Linked 

to this idea is the assertion that those with power or privilege are typically the least to 

acknowledge the existence of race or their own privilege (Delpit, 1988; Wildman & 

Davis, 2000). Ignoring the realities of race and its impact on education undermines the 

efforts of well-meaning educators seeking to improve the academic futures of their 

students of color (Delpit, 1988). Further, this denial allows those in charge to maintain 

dominance by redirecting the conversation to false hopes of meritocracy or 

colorblindness (Brayboy et al., 2007; Gotanza, 2000). As a result, Wildman and Davis 

(2000) insisted on the enforced visibility of privilege in reform efforts. 

 In order to implement educational practices that break free from the negative 

implications of mediocrity or colorblind philosophies, teachers must be given knowledge 
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and skills that lead toward equity and social justice (Brayboy et al., 2007; Ladson-

Billings, 1995). Bates (2006) suggested that one major component of the skill-set is 

communication across differences. Opportunities to participate in activities that enhance 

proficiency with cross-cultural communication must be included in the routine work of 

schools (Bates, 2006; Delpit, 1988; Ladson-Billings, 1995). This could lead to the 

respectful recognition of the student as a fellow expert within the classroom, with both 

student and teacher seen as authorities regarding their personal founts of knowledge 

(Delpit, 1988; Ladson-Billings, 1995). More fundamentally, educators must be attentive 

to race and remain conscious of how it impacts education (Brayboy et al., 2007; Ladson-

Billings, 1995).  Likewise, educators must be aware of the power they wield in the 

current system even if they individually do not ascribe to the status quo (Delpit, 1988) 

that fails to serve all students equitably. 

 Cambron-McCabe and McCarthy (2005) argued that educational scholars and the 

principals they create in their preparation programs must engage in an ongoing critique of 

the educational system by seriously considering how issues of race, ethnicity, language, 

sexual orientation, disability and other types of difference impact teaching and learning. 

This continuous critique will help move educators from an awareness of inequities to 

transformative action (Cambron-McCabe & McCarthy, 2005). Furthermore, Cambron-

McCabe & McCarthy (2005) asserted that simply protecting students from discrimination 

is insufficient; educational leaders must actively work to change the structures and 

processes that advantage some students while disadvantaging others because these 

leaders are part of the district’s role as an institutional actor. 
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 Cambron-McCabe and McCarthy (2005) encouraged transformative, or “radical 

action” (p. 209) that has to go beyond monitoring performance gaps among students' 

groups on standardized tests. While this is valuable data, the simple act of disaggregation 

will not result in underserved students receiving an improved education (Cambron-

McCabe & McCarthy, 2005). Additionally, McKenzie and Scheurich (2008) found that 

some teachers’ perceptions of standardized tests and accountability systems as a means of 

external control can prevent them from supporting change efforts. Some teachers view 

any suggestion to change their practice in order to improve student performance as a 

negative, personalized attack (McKenzie & Scheurich, 2008). Therefore, educational 

leaders must develop expertise in instruction and critical analysis and be able to 

effectively guide staff members toward a collective sense of responsibility for the 

academic success of all students (Cambron-McCabe & McCarthy, 2005; Ladson-Billings, 

1995; McKenzie & Scheurich, 2008; Skrla et al., 2001). More specifically, Brown et al. 

(2011) suggested that school leaders must model teamwork, balance, a strong sense of 

purpose and an insistence on high standards in order to achieve equity and social justice.  

 According to Skrla et al. (2001), school and districts leaders can model teamwork 

and high standards with the current historical moment by working in practical ways with 

existing policy structures, such as using mandated accountability measures to monitor 

student performance. Skrla et al. (2001) also called for radical action, emphasizing that 

content-specific, real-world relevance must infuse social justice efforts in schools. 

Beyond the efforts of lone principals leading separate campuses, Skrla et al. (2001) 

insisted that widespread, large-scale policies must be implemented. Whereas Cambron-

McCabe and McCarthy (2005) viewed narrow monitoring of standardized testing 
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performance as potentially distracting from more comprehensive reform efforts, Skrla et 

al. (2001) saw helpful possibilities for accountability systems including these tests to 

create the broad impact necessary for social justice to be accomplished. This hope is 

based in part on the requirement within many of these systems to at least raise the 

minimum standard for performance for students of color to the same level that White 

students have historically experienced (Skrla et al., 2001). Admittedly, these standards do 

not meet the long-term goal of academic excellence for all students, and it may be 

reminiscent of failed attempts at equality (Brayboy et al. 2007); however, Skrla et al. 

(2001) defended the creation of a uniform baseline as an important step toward the long-

term goal. 

 To further support the quest for equity and social justice, Skrla et al. (2001) 

proposed the use of equity audits that are different from the curriculum, civil rights or 

state accountability audits historically described in the literature. These re-conceptualized 

equity audits enable educators to view discrete data in a clear, concise way that reveals 

levels of equity or inequity across a variety of indicators, such as teacher quality, program 

participation and student achievement (Skrla et al. 2001). The objective of equity audits 

as designed by Skrla et al. (2001) is to efficiently present data so that educators can more 

easily progress to finding solutions that result in more equity. Skrla et al.’s (2001) 

consideration of test-based accountability systems as helpful in achieving equity led to 

Skrla et al.’s (2001) counter-intuitive conclusion that accountability is just one part of a 

larger, highly complex network that impacts the push for equity. Consequently, a more 

practical tool like the equity audit is necessary to analyze multiple factors within the U.S. 

educational system (Skrla et al., 2001). As Wildman and Davis (2000) noted, justice 
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requires examining the whole person and, by extension the whole educational system, 

within a social context.  

Equity vs. Equality 

 Lindsey, Diaz, Lindsey, Nuri-Robins, and Terrell (2013) asserted that diverse 

communities are too often viewed only in terms of perceived sexual behavior and rarely 

as cultural groups with norms and values that shape their lives. Confusion and 

misperceptions exist about who is it in what is often referred to as the “diverse” 

community. 

 Sexual orientation is common to all humans. Sexual orientation and gender 

diversity are common throughout humanity (Murray, 2000). Left unspoken and 

unacknowledged issues that arise from misconceptions about sexual orientation and 

gender identity foster discrimination, marginalization, and brutality toward diverse 

students, family/community members, and educators (Lindsey, Diaz, Lindsey, Nuri-

Robins, & Terrell, 2013). The civil rights energy unleashed in the 1960’s has been slow 

to address sexual orientation and gender identity as equity issues in the manner that we 

acknowledge race, ethnicity, language acquisition, gender, social class, and special needs. 

Though equity has not been totally achieve in those areas, progress is being made, and 

one of the hallmarks of progress will be when we no longer single out the equity issues to 

be address in our schools (Lindsey, Diaz, Lindsey, Nuri-Robins, & Terrell, 2013).   

 Lindsey, Diaz, Lindsey, Nuri-Robins, and Terrell (2013) noted that our words and 

phrases sometimes reveal underlying values and, at other times, awkward ignorance. 

Ignorance is not necessarily bad. At its core, ignorance is “not knowing”. One of the 

basic tenets of Cultural Proficiency involves an “inside-out approach” to our learning, 



 

 

28 

with personally and institutionally. By examining our language, we overcome our 

ignorance to become better informed and, in turn, can examine our values and behaviors 

in a manner that can lead to more authentic communication and problem solving with and 

in diverse communities. In our work over the years, confusion about equality and equity 

have been consistent roadblocks to addressing persistence effects of discrimination, 

marginalization, bias, racism, sexism, and now, heterosexism. School leaders must have 

operational definitions of these two important and basic concepts as we press forward to 

extend the basic guarantees of democracy to each and every cultural group in our schools 

(Lindsey, Diaz, Lindsey, Nuri-Robins, & Terrell, 2013). Our moral imperative as 

educators is to provide access and achievement to all cultural groups of students (Fullan, 

2003).  

 Equality and equity share common characteristics of fairness and impartiality yet 

have important and different functions. Equity is made up of processes such as fair play 

and evenhandedness by intentionally treating those with less in ways intended to attain 

equal outcomes such as fairness and impartiality. Equality is the goal; equity provides 

processes to attain that goal. Cultural Proficiency builds from a belief in equality as 

promised in the U.S. Declaration of Independence while recognizing that our history is 

one of inequity. The history of United States since 1776 has been anything but a level 

playing field. This recognition of our history of inequity and the absence of level playing 

fields is the foundation of Cultural Proficiency’s approach to equity, which embraces 

commitment to advocacy, social justice and lifelong learning (Lindsey, Diaz, Lindsey, 

Nuri-Robins, & Terrell, 2013). 
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  According to Lindsey, Diaz, Lindsey, Nuri-Robins, and Terrell (2013), systemic 

barriers in our society and in our schools make achieving equitable treatment and 

outcomes for diverse communities an ongoing challenge. The most prevalent barriers 

over which we have direct influence are allowing sexual orientation and gender identity 

to be unmentionable topics in too many of our schools and, thereby, perpetuating a 

silence that stigmatizes everyone by condoning bullying and other forms of 

discrimination and marginalization. However, when we are proactive on values of 

inclusion, all students, educators/staff, and parents and community members in our 

schools community will benefit. Reports of bullying, sexual harassment, and 

discrimination based on sexual orientation are rife in schools (Lindsey, Diaz, Lindsey, 

Nuri-Robins, & Terrell, 2013). 

 Brayboy et al. (2007) defined equity as the (re)distribution of unequal resources to 

create schools that have a greater probability of becoming more equal. In other words, 

equity becomes the means to achieving equality by providing access to resources that had 

been inaccessible. This definition of equality aligned with Skrla, Scheurich, Johnson, and 

Koschoreck’s (2001) definition of social justice, which added an emphasis on excellence 

within learning environments considered safe for all students. this definition of social 

justice clarified that access to resources, or equity, just connect to the same high standard 

historically afforded only to White students. Equality, defined as the sameness of 

resources and opportunities, was acknowledged by Brayboy et al. (2007) as the long-term 

goal of a just society. Nonetheless, that goal has yet to be achieved in the United States. 

In fact, it is precisely this failure that should motivate educational leaders to pursue 

equity and social justice (Bates, 2006). 
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Embracing Diversity in Schools 

 A school leader welcomes diversity into the school by developing a community of 

learning within the school and with parents and other interested members of the school 

community. The school leader states that tolerance is an initial step on the way to valuing 

diversity and stresses embracing diversity as the end goal; celebrates  and encourages the 

presence of a variety of people in all activities in order to maximize perspective and 

experiences; recognizes differences as diversity rather than as inappropriate responses to 

the school community; and accepts that each culture finds some values and behaviors 

more important than others do (Lindsey, Roberts, & CampbellJones, 2013). 

 Lindsey, Roberts, and CampbellJones (2013) suggested that an educational leader 

who values diversity uses the current situation to provide others with the information and 

skills that inform one another of our respective histories, languages, lifestyles, and 

worldview. To adapt to diversity is first to recognize that everyone changes and that 

change is ongoing. The culturally proficient leader uses his knowledge about the new 

members of the community in combination with his skills in managing the dynamics of 

difference, to educate his staff members. It is his responsibility to impart the new 

knowledge and skills in such a way that the faculty will learn the respective histories, 

languages, and worldview of the changing community (Lindsey, Roberts, & 

CampbellJones, 2013). 

 Sexual diversity. One of the most important things to remember when talking 

about sexuality is that humans are sexual beings. Heterosexual, bisexual, gay, lesbian, 

queer, and asexual are some of the descriptors used for talking about sexuality and sexual 

diversity. Sexual diversity is a term that is used to refer to the wide variety of sexual 
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identities and orientations that exist in modern society. It can also be used to describe the 

wide variety of sexual behaviors that humans choose to engage in (Meyer, 2009). Murray 

(2000), a highly respected authority of homosexuality from global and historical 

perspectives, notes that “no single type homosexual with a unique set of characteristics 

exists” (p. 1). He observed that the same range of intercultural diversity exists within 

homosexual communities as there are within “Latino or Chinese or Italian, working-class 

or upper-class behaviors, typifications, self-identifications, and meanings” (Murray, 

2000, p. 1). According to Meyer (2009), the distinctions between identity, orientation, 

and behavior are important to make, since most controversies surrounding school efforts 

to be more supportive of sexual diversity result from opponents’ mistakenly believing 

that explicit details on sexual behavior will be taught and discussed. This is generally not 

true. With the exception of some officially approved sexuality education programs, most 

initiatives on sexual diversity specifically address issues related to identity and 

orientation - not sexual behavior. Topics such as respect, physical and emotional safety, 

friendships, family dynamics, and the harmful impact of inaccurate myths, stereotypes, 

and discriminatory attitudes and behaviors are the main focus (Meyer, 2009).  

 Western cultures have constructed homosexuality as an illness, a deviance, and a 

sin. This negative bias was created through psychological research, religious ideologies, 

and the political and financial privileging of heterosexual, monogamous family structures 

by the state through marriage; this bias has been disrupted and challenged by gay rights 

activists in movements that gained momentum in the 1960’s and 1970s (Meyer, 2009).  

Educational structures wield extraordinary ideological power because of their role in 

teaching what the culture deems important and valuable to future generations. Ministries 
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of Education, textbook publishers, and teachers determine what lessons are passed on to 

students and whose knowledge or “truth” is valued. Subsequently, schools are important 

sites to contribute to the normalization of heterosexual behavior (Meyer, 2009). As 

Friend (1993) explained, there are two processes through which lessons are passed on in 

schools: systematic inclusion and systematic exclusion. Systematic inclusion is the way 

in which negative or false information about homosexuality is introduced into schools as 

a pathology or deviant behavior. Systematic exclusion is “the process whereby positive 

role models, messages, and images about lesbian, gay and bisexual people are publicly 

silenced in schools. Ironically, schools make efforts to de-sexualize the experience of 

students while they simultaneously and subtly, yet clearly, affirm heterosexual behavior 

and punish those who appear to deviate from them” (Meyer, 2009, p. 173).   

  The heterosexism of the curriculum is invisible to many due to its unquestioned 

dominance in schools and communities. Some examples include the exclusive study of 

heterosexual romantic literature, the presentation of the “nuclear” heterosexual two-

parent family as the norm and ideal, and the teaching of only the reproductive aspects of 

sex or abstinence-only sex education (Meyer, 2009). As Meyer (2009) suggested, the 

harmful harassment and violence that result from the policing of heterosexual masculinity 

and felinity is why some activists and educators are pushing for a deconstruction of 

gender codes and de-labeling of sexual orientations. As long as we continue to live within 

the narrow boundaries of language and behavior, the hierarchical binaries of male-female 

and straight-gay remain unchallenged. This work of dismantling socially invented 

categories is necessary to create educational spaces that liberate and create opportunities, 

as opposed to limiting and closing down the diversity of human experiences. We must 
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move towards understanding identities and experiences as failing on a continuum of 

gender expressions and sexual orientations (Meyer, 2009).  

 According to Meyer (2009), although some people argue that it is inappropriate to 

discuss sexuality with younger children, their lives are also impacted by sexual diversity. 

In addition to their own developing sense of themselves, they are shaped by the lives of 

the adults around them. Many educators who work in early childhood and elementary 

education believe that discussions of sexual diversity have no place in their schools. 

However, most families in Western culture are based on relationships created out of 

romantic love, thus children’s home lives and family structures tend to reflect the 

sexualities of their parents and caregivers. Recent studies on the experiences of children 

of gay and lesbian parents indicate that they experience increased harassment at schools 

and their parents were often excluded from school life (Kosciw & Diaz, 2008; Ray & 

Gregory, 2001). For these reasons it is important for educators to address diverse family 

structures and to include sexual diversity when addressing diversity issues with students 

of all ages. In addition, to develop a better understanding of sexual diversity and how it 

impacts individual lives, it is important for educators to be aware of the various legal 

issues involved that relate to the topic of sexual diversity in school (Meyer, 2009). 

 Lindsey, Diaz, Lindsey, Nuri-Robins, and Terrell (2013) suggested that when we 

value diversity, we place ourselves as continuous learners committed to living what we 

believe are in the best interest of a socially just society. They recognize that other aspects 

of valuing diversity include four components: (1) Valuing diversity is seeking 

opportunities for meaningful interactions with those culturally different from us; (2) Our 

striving to be culturally proficient takes proactivity to another level by demonstrating a 
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value for diversity in regard to those who are culturally similar to you; (3) Valuing 

diversity entails advocacy examining institutional policies and practices for their impact 

on cultural communities; (4) Proactivity also has an educative function that extends in to 

the heart and soul of why schools exist - namely, the developing of a literate populace. 

Culturally proficient individuals and organizations who value cultural difference must be 

willing, and in some cases courageous, to initiate meaningful communications and 

contact (Lindsey, Diaz, Lindsey, Nuri-Robins, & Terrell, 2013). 

 Lindsey et al. (2013) noted that persistence in pursuit of continuous learning and 

advocacy has its goal in the improvement of the culture of the organization, not 

necessarily the short-term approval of those who have been marginalized. People facing 

gender identity issues, in particular, have too often experienced being exploited by people 

of seeming goodwill who crumbled in the face of push back from their colleagues. The 

culturally proficient leader proactively reviews all institutional policies to ensure that any 

vestiges of bias toward individuals with a different sexual orientation are removed. The 

culturally proficient leader also vigilantly ensures that equitable policies are followed by 

equitable day-to-day practices. Culturally proficient leaders support equitable policies 

and practice through sharpening their listening skills. They must not only seek to hear 

intentional slurs and other derogatory remarks but also be sensitive to subtle and 

sometimes unintended offensive comments. Lindsey, Diaz, Lindsey, Nuri-Robins, and 

Terrell (2013) also affirmed that today, our school curricula increasingly feature African 

American, women, Native American/First Nations, Latino/as, and Asian/Pacific Islander 

members along with distinct groups that include religious and national origin identity. 

Culturally proficient leaders recognize that being silent on identifying notable members 
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of a diverse community is a form of devaluing rather than valuing. Through our staff 

development programs, book studies, and other forms of continuous learning, we can 

provide information and pedagogical approaches that can be used effectively with 

students when addressing gender identity content and issues. Knowledge is a very 

powerful tool for overcoming bias, misinformation, and fears about the “other”.  

 Sexual orientation and gender identity as demographic groups possess cultural 

norms and behaviors as do racial, ethnic, or faith groups with which they intersect. As 

educators we view these norms and behaviors not as deficits but as cultural assets 

learners bring to the school community. This shift in thinking to an “assets” perspective 

is evident with emerging inclusive norms (Lindsey, Diaz, Lindsey, Nuri-Robins, & 

Terrell, 2013).  

 Our moral duty as culturally proficient educators is to create safe spaces for 

students, educators, and parents to be the contribution they want to be (Zander & Zander, 

2000).  Educators and parents and guardians of diverse youth continue to explore ways in 

which they might work together to create a safe and supportive academic environment for 

their students and youth. If educators do not address the needs of diverse learners, then 

they are not addressing the needs of all learners (DeWitt, 2012). 

Gender Identity Issues in Education 

 Lugg and Adelman (2015) suggested that Americans with a different sexual 

orientation - adults, children, and their families - face daunting challenges in most public-

school settings both as workplaces and as places for learning. Currently, depending on 

the state, a child might encounter “no promo homo” laws, which may ban positive 

mention of queerness. As Lugg (2003) noted, 
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 In Alabama, one may not “promote lifestyles or activities prohibited by sodomy 

and sexual misconduct laws….” In Minnesota, “nothing in the Minnesota Human 

Rights statutes shall ‘be construed to mean that the state condones homosexuality 

or bisexuality or any equivalent lifestyle’ or “authorizes or permits the promotion 

of homosexuality or bisexuality in education institutions or requires the teaching 

in education institutions of homosexuality or bisexuality as an acceptable 

lifestyle. (p. 95) 

 Undergirding anti-queer education policies, many public-schools continue to 

maintain dangerously homophobic and transphobic environments, despite the enactment 

of laws to address bullying and harassment in schools and the recent enactment of the 

Mathew Shepard and James Byrd, Jr., Hate Crimes Prevention Act of 2009 (Lugg & 

Adelman, 2015). Queer kids experience the highest rates of name-calling, harassment, 

and physical assaults, with gender nonconforming and transgender children at the greatest 

risk for ill-treatment in public schools (Arriola, 1998; Brittenham, 2004; Kosciw & Diaz, 

2006; Kosciw et al., 2010; Robson, 2001). Teachers and principals display reactions 

ranging from honest cluelessness to dangerous indifference, to overt hostility toward the 

queer students (Kozik-Rosabal, 2000; Kumashiro, 2002; Lipkin, 2004; Lugg, 2013; 

Szalacha, 2003). 

 Meyer (2009) affirmed that there are currently no federal protections that 

explicitly protect gay, lesbian, and bisexual (GLB) people from discrimination in the 

United States. However, sexual minorities are entitled to the same protection as any other 

identifiable group. Consequently, a variety of court across the country have begun 

holding school districts accountable for violating the right of students who are being 
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harassed or who have requested the right to form extra-curricular groups that address 

their needs or interests. The main existing legal protections that are relevant in these 

cases include: Equal Protection, Title IX, state non-discriminatory laws. and The Equal 

Access Act (Meyer, 2009).  

 The Equal Protection Clause of the Fourteenth Amendment guarantees equal 

application of a law to all people in the United States (Macgillvray, 2007). An equal 

protection claim requires the student to show that school officials (1) did not fairly and 

consistently apply policies when dealing with the student, (2) were deliberately 

indifferent to the student’s complaints, or (3) that the student was treated in a manner that 

is clearly unreasonable (Meyer, 2009). 

 Title IX is another federal protection that exists to address issues of homophobic 

harassment in schools. It provides statutory protection for student-on-student sexual 

harassment under the following conditions: (1) school personnel have actual knowledge 

of the harassment, (2) school officials demonstrate deliberate  indifference or take actions 

that are clearly unreasonable, and (3) the harassment is so severe, pervasive, and 

objectively offensive that it can be said to deprive the victim(s) of access to the 

educational opportunities or benefits provided by the school. Several cases have 

successfully made the argument that Title IX protects students from peer sexual 

orientation harassment (Meyer, 2009). 

 Meyer (2009) described the state non-discrimination laws as laws that protect 

individuals based on sexual orientation, and/or gender identity but they only exist in 

twenty states and the District of Columbia. However, according to a study published in 

2006, only nine states (California, Connecticut, Maine, Massachusetts, Minnesota, New 



 

 

38 

Jersey, Vermont, Washington, and Wisconsin) and the District of Columbia have statues 

specifically protecting students in schools from discrimination on the basis of sexual 

orientation and/or gender identity (Kosciw & Diaz, 2006). Students in these states 

experienced significantly lower rates of verbal harassment than their peers. Several states 

(including Nebraska, Iowa, Kentucky and Wyoming) legislatures have at least considered 

bills either expanding or limiting the rights of sexual minority students. There are also 

seven states that have legislation that prohibit the positive portrayal of homosexuality 

(Alabama, Arizona, Mississippi, Oklahoma, South Carolina, Texas and Utah), and 

students in these states reported being verbally harassed at a higher frequency the 

students from states without such legislation (47.6% versus 37.2%) (Kosciw & Diaz, 

2006). 

 The Equal Access Act (EAA) is another legal protection that is being used 

successfully to advance education around sexual diversity in schools through extra-

curricular diversity clubs. Peer support groups, commonly known as gay-straight 

alliances (GSAs), have become increasingly common in schools. Very little research is 

available on the efficacy of GSAs, but Fischer and Kosciw (2006) found that the presence 

of a GSA directly predicted greater belonging, and indirectly predicted greater academic 

achievement for sexual minority youth. However, according to Meyer (2009), GSAs are 

not always met with open-mindedness from students, teachers, principals, parents, 

community members, and school boards. Since the late 1990s, there have been several 

cases of school trying to exclude these groups from meeting on school grounds. Courts 

have consistently found that school districts have violated the EAA when banning GSA 

groups from meeting. Due to the time and courage put forth by the students who work to 
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initiate these GSAs, there are now over 3,000 such groups in schools, and at least one in 

every state in the United States (Macgillvray, 2007). Lugg and Adelman (2015) affirmed 

that positive public schools' developments have emerged since 1990s to address the 

silencing and exclusion of gender identity issues from schools. One development is the 

rise of GSAs, or Gay-Straight Alliances. GSAs are non-curricular clubs that have sprung 

up across the United States (Kosciw & Diaz, 2006). Unlike other student-based clubs, 

students starting GSA often face trouble identifying a school worker willing to sign on as 

a sponsor due to the anti-sexual orientation school climate (Lugg & Adelman, 2015). 

Social Justice Issues and Key Events Related to Diversity in Schools 

 According to Kosciw, Byard, Fischer, and Joslin (2007), over the past 20 years, 

the increased visibility of lesbian and gay people in American society, research into 

student experience more generally, high-profile instances of individual tragedy, and 

activism and advocacy on the part of students themselves have increased awareness of 

the discrimination, violence, and harassment that takes place in school on the basis of 

sexual orientation or gender identity/expression. 

 From the late 1980s through the end of the 1990s, several instances of student 

victimization on the basis of sexual orientation began moving the issues into the public 

consciousness. In 1989, the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services issued a 

Report on Youth Suicide that included the finding that gay or lesbian youth are three 

times more likely to commit suicide than their peers. Although this statistic is inaccurate 

and inflated it galvanized discussions of the experience of school-aged gay and lesbian 

youth that would drive them to take their own lives (Kosciw et al., 2007). In 1996, a 

Wisconsin student named Jamie Nabozny won a groundbreaking lawsuit against his 
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school district for failing to protect him from years of violence and abuse. The court’s 

response to Nabozny’s claim put principals and school officials on notice that they had a 

specific responsibility to protect gay students from violence. Then, in 1998, the murder of 

Matthew Shepard’s riveted the nation, leading many to ask where Shepard’s attackers 

had learned to hate enough to commit brutal violence (Kosciw et al., 2007). 

 Kosciw, Byard, Fischer, and Joslin (2007) noted that throughout the 1990s, the 

growth in the number of student clubs across the country dealing with gender identity 

issues, commonly known as “Gay-Straight Alliances” or GSA, has created safe spaces for 

students, greater visibility for these issues in schools, and an organized base for efforts to 

educate school communities and advocate for change. Today, nearly 3,000 such student 

clubs have registered with GLSEN, a conservative measure of the number of GSAs 

nationally. In 1986, students at the University of Virginia created an event they dubbed 

the “Day of Silence” during which students took a daylong vow of silence to protest the 

silencing go diverse people in our society. The event has grown in scope and visibility, 

and in 2005, students at nearly 4,000 K-12 schools, colleges, and universities across the 

country took part in the Day of Silence. GLSEN began its work on gender identity issues 

in schools as a national organization in 1995, and today many other national 

organizations, such as Parents and Friends of Lesbians and Gays (PFLAG), the Human 

Rights Campaign (HRC), also support efforts to create safer schools for all students. In 

addition, some states such as Washington and California and some major cities, such as 

Chicago and Seattle, have implemented policies and programs for the protection of 

diverse students (Kosciw et al., 2007). 
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 Kuhlmann (2014) noted that civil rights for homosexuals have been topic of much 

debate in various federal legislations. One such legislation that was challenged for almost 

20 years is the Defense of Marriage Act (DOMA, 1996). According to the Gay and 

Lesbian Alliance Against Defamation (GLAAD, 2012), DOMA was passed by Congress 

in 1996 and signed into law by President Clinton. On March 27, 2013, the Supreme Court 

heard a challenge by Edith Windsor regarding the hundreds of thousands of dollars in 

taxes she would not have had to pay had her partner been the opposite sex (Dixon, 2013). 

This lawsuit raised a bigger question for the Supreme Court to decide whether couples 

were entitled to the same rights as married heterosexuals, thus making DOMA 

unconstitutional (Dixon, 2013). According to Kuhlmann (2014), there were 1,138 

benefits, rights and protections denied to same sex partners because of DOMA; these 

rights included, but were not limited to, social security, taxes, child rearing, retirement, 

and health coverage. 

 Only the section that dealt with federal recognition was ruled unconstitutional. On 

June 25, 2013, Section Three of DOMA was struck down by a 5-4 decision stating 

marriages between gay couples should be recognized by the federal government, 

regardless if the state recognizes same sex marriages as legal (Wolf & Heath, 2013). The 

part that was struck down by the U.S. Supreme Court is called “Section Three” which 

prevented the federal government from recognizing any marriages between gay or lesbian 

couples for the purpose of federal laws or programs, even if those couples are considered 

legally married by their home state. The other significant part of DOMA makes it so that 

individual states do not legally have to acknowledge the relationships of gay and lesbian 

couples who were married in another state. Only the section that dealt with federal 
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recognition was ruled unconstitutional.  The United States Supreme Court ruled in 

Obergefell v. Hodges on June 26, 2015. In a 5 to 4 ruling, the Court determined that the 

Constitution guarantees every American the right to marry the person they love 

(GLAAD, 2017). 

 Another key event related to ponder identity and sexual orientation was the repeal 

of “Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell” (DADT, 2010). On July 22, 2011, President Obama signed 

legislation to repeal “Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell” and as of September 20, 2011, the policy 

ended for good (Sabochik, 2011). For 17 years, the law prohibited qualified gay and 

lesbian Americans from serving in the armed forces and sent a message that 

discrimination was acceptable. Gay and lesbian service members previously discharged 

under DADT have the opportunity to re-enlist. Gay and lesbian Americans eager to serve 

the country but not willing to compromise who they are as individuals will, for the first 

time ever, be able to openly join. And brave men and women currently serving will have 

the freedom to come out and be honest with their comrades about who they are and who 

they love (Human Rights Campaign, 2017). DADT (2010) stated that, harassment or 

abuse on sexual orientation is unacceptable and will be dealt with through command or 

inspector general channels.  

Legislation Affecting Diverse Students 

 Otto, Middleton, and Freker (2002) noted that the inability of school principals to 

implement policies and procedures to inhibit antigay harassment in their schools can pose 

the potential for lawsuits filed against their school district. With lawsuits being filed and 

decisions being rendered, the judicial system has indicated that school districts are 

responsible for ensuring that all students have access to learning environments free of 
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abuse on a daily basis or school districts will be held accountable and liable against any 

litigation. 

 Kosciw, Byard, Fischer, and Joslin (2007) affirmed that over the years, the 

increased visibility of diverse students and anti-sexual orientation violence and 

harassment in schools has led to actions in state legislatures and to a number of court 

cases. Students in states across the country have sued their school districts for failing to 

protect them from assaults and abuse based on their real or perceived sexual orientation. 

To date, of the known cases, all of these lawsuits have resulted in a court decision and/or 

a resolution with the school district that were in favor of the students. School districts 

have paid up to $1.1 million in settlements or judgements. In addition, to these monetary 

judgements, the settlements increasingly also contain comprehensive steps that the school 

district must take to make these schools safer for diverse students, including adding 

sexual orientation and gender identity to the school district’s nondiscrimination policies 

and providing comprehensive training to the staff and students on the problems of 

harassment and discrimination of diverse students, the obligation to respond to such 

discrimination, and suggestions about how to intervene. Many of these lawsuits were 

successfully won or settled in states that do not have statutes prohibiting discrimination 

on the basis of sexual orientation, including Kentucky, Missouri, and Nevada. This due in 

part to the relationship of gender and sexual orientation, as courts have found basis for 

action in these cases in both Equal Protection Clause and Title IX (Kosciw, Byard, 

Fischer, & Joslin, 2007). 

 A response by many states, in regard to bullying and harassment, has been to 

create anti-bullying legislation. As of 2013, every state, with the exception of Montana, 
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has a law that addresses bullying (stopbullying.gov, n.d.). GLSEN believes one of the 

most important things a school can do is to pass safe school policy called, “Safe Schools 

Laws” in which they describe two kinds of laws that protect diverse students (GLSEN, 

n.d.b, para 1). The first the of type of safe school law is a fully enumerated anti-bullying 

law and the second is a non-discrimination law (para 2 and 3). “A fully enumerated law 

specifically protects students on the basis of sexual orientation and gender identity” 

(GLSEN, n.d.b, para 2). There are currently fifteen states with fully enumerated anti-

bullying laws: Arkansas, California, Colorado, Connecticut, Illinois, Iowa, Maine, 

Maryland, New Jersey, New York, North Carolina, Oregon, Rhode Island, Vermont and 

Washington. Although individual states have taken measures and provided bullying 

legislation, there is no federal law. Non-discrimination laws have protection based on 

sexual orientation but does not include gender identity (GLSEN, n.d.b, para 3). There are 

currently thirteen states with non-discrimination laws that protects students based on 

sexual orientation and gender identity with the exception of Wisconsin, which has sexual 

orientation law only: California, Colorado, Connecticut, Illinois, Iowa, Maine, 

Massachusetts, Minnesota, New Jersey, New York, Oregon, Vermont, Washington and 

Wisconsin (sexual orientation only). There are ‘no homo laws’ which actually prohibit 

teachers from discussing gender identity issues in a positive light and some even require 

teachers to depict diverse people in a negative way. There are currently eight states with 

‘no homo laws’ at the state or local level: Alabama, Arizona, Louisiana, Mississippi, 

Oklahoma, South Carolina, Texas and Utah (GLSEN, n.d.b, para 4). 

 According to the Human Rights Campaign (2017), while current federal law 

provides important support to promote school safety, it does not comprehensively and 
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expressly focus on bullying or harassment and in no way addresses the unique challenges 

faced by diverse youth. Studies have shown that bullying and harassment of diverse 

youth contribute to high rates of absenteeism, dropout, adverse health consequences, and 

academic underachievement. When left unchecked, such bullying and harassment can 

lead to, and has led to, dangerous situations for young people. The Safe Schools 

Improvement Act (SSIA) would amend the Elementary and Secondary Education Act 

(ESEA) to require school districts in states that receive ESEA funds to adopt codes of 

conduct specifically prohibiting bullying and harassment, including on the basis of race, 

color, national origin, sex, disability, sexual orientation, gender identity, and 

religion.  SSIA would also require that states report data on bullying and harassment to 

the Department of Education.  The Department of Education would then be required to 

provide Congress with a report on the state reported data every two years. SIA was 

introduced in the House by Representatives Linda Sanchez (D-CA) and Chris Gibson (R-

NY) on June 25, 2015 and in the Senate by Senators Robert Casey (D-PA) and Mark 

Kirk (R-IL) on January 29, 2015 but was not voted on in the 114th Congress. SSIA has 

not yet been reintroduced in the 115th Congress (Human Rights Campaign, 2017). 

 Another federal legislative action affection diverse students in schools is the 

Student Non-Discrimination Act (SNDA). The Student Non-Discrimination Act (SNDA) 

would prohibit public schools from discriminating against any student on the basis of 

actual or perceived sexual orientation or gender identity. In addition, SNDA would 

prohibit discrimination against any student because of the actual or perceived sexual 

orientation or gender identity of a person with whom a student associates or has 

associated. Further, retaliation for lodging a complaint of discrimination would 
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be prohibited. The bill would allow an aggrieved individual to assert a violation of these 

prohibitions in a judicial proceeding. In addition, SNDA would allow federal authorities 

to address discrimination made unlawful by the bill. SNDA is modeled after Title IX of 

the Education Amendments of 1972 (20 U.S.C. §§ 1681-1688), which prohibits 

discrimination on the basis of sex and provides legal recourse to redress such 

discrimination. SNDA was introduced in the House by Representatives Jared Polis (D-

CO), Ileana Ros-Lehtinen (R-FL), and Bobby Scott (D-VA) and in the Senate by Senator 

Al Franken (D-MN) on February 10, 2015. On July 9, 2015, Senator Franken offered 

SNDA as an amendment to S. 1177, the Every Child Achieves Act.  Unfortunately, the 

amendment failed to receive the 60 votes needed to proceed, but it gained the support of 

every Democratic senator and seven Republican senators. SNDA has not yet been 

reintroduced in the 115th Congress (Human Rights Campaign, 2017). 

 Despite the absence of any federal statute that explicitly prohibits discrimination 

on the basis of sexual orientation in schools, students who experience anti-gay violence 

may be protected under laws that prohibit discrimination on the basis of sex, depending 

on the type of harassment and discrimination they are forced to endure (Kosciw et al., 

2007). 

Bullying Related to Diverse Students 

 Espelage (2015) noted that being target or victim of bullying in U.S. schools has 

long been recognized as having short-and long-term psychological effects on children 

and adolescents. Recent studies support what has been suspected for years. Being target 

of bullying can have a major impact on school engagement, achievement, and test 

scoresare far more likely to have been abused or otherwise victimized, abuse substances, 
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prostitute themselves, attempt suicide, and be homeless, than straight youth (Uribe & 

Harbeck, 1992). Many fear violence and harassment from their peers, and constant 

anxiety inhibits their ability to learn. Some try to make themselves invisible in school so 

their homosexuality will not be detected, and as a result, limit their learning experiences. 

Even gay students without such severe problems have more difficult adolescence than 

straight students because they feel even more confined by the pressure to conform and 

believe that an essential part of them is being dismissed, despised or deleted from school 

life“are perhaps the most underserved students in the entire educational 

system…discrimination often interferes with their personal and academic development” 

(Uribe & Harbeck, 1992). 

 Homophobia also negatively affects straight students’ education in ways that 

transcend simply the effects of hating. Fear of being considered gay can drive them to 

embrace narrowly defined and limiting sex roles. The decision about whether to 

participate in sports- real guys must; real girls won’t -is a prime example (Grayson, 

1987).  

Bullying in Middle School and High School 

 A large percentage of bullying among students involves the use of homophobic 

teasing or slurs, name-calling, or other victimization (Espelage, Basile, & Hamburger, 

2012; Poteat & Espelage, 2005; Poteat & Rivers, 2010). Diverse youth in American 

schools report being targets of bullying and homophobic victimization more often than 

straight-identified youth (Burkett, Espelage, & Koeing, 2009; Kosciw, Greytak, & Diaz, 

2009).  In a recent survey study of more 13,000 students in Grades 7-12, the results 

indicated that diverse youth, as compared with straight-identified youth, were at A large 
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percentage of bullying among students involves the use of homophobic teasing or slurs, 

name-calling, or other victimization greater risk of suicidal thoughts, suicide attempts, 

and victimization by peers and had more unexcused absences from school (Robinson & 

Espelage, 2011, 2012). It stands to reason that the prevalence of bullying is preventing 

many talented children and adolescents from achieving their full potential. However, 

some diverse youth are at elevated risk, given the lack of attention to promoting safe 

school environments with respect to sexual orientation and gender expression (Espelage, 

2015). 

Peer Victimization and Bullying 

 Research has consistently shown that sexual minority youth report high rates of 

peer victimization and bullying in comparison to their straight-identified peers (Robinson 

& Espelage, 2011). The most substantial research on sexual climate is the Gay, Lesbian, 

Straight Educational Network (GLSEN) reports. GLSEN was founded in 1990 by a 

small, but dedicated group of teachers in Massachusetts who came together to improve an 

education system that too frequently allows its diverse students to be bullied, 

discriminated against, or fall through the cracks. Over 25 years later, that small group has 

grown into the leading national education organization focused on ensuring safe and 

affirming schools for diverse students. According to GLSEN (2013), we face a pervasive 

problem with a set of new challenges. Eight out of ten diverse students are still harassed 

at school each year because of who they are. It is GLSEN’s main goal for, every student, 

in every school, to be valued and treated with respect, regardless of their sexual 

orientation, gender identity or gender expression. They believe that all students deserve a 

safe and affirming school environment where they can learn and grow. They accomplish 
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their goals by working in hallways across the country -- from Congress and the 

Department of Education to schools and district offices in our community -- to improve 

school climate and champion gender identity issues in K-12 education.  

 In 1999, GLSEN identified that little was known about the school experiences of 

diverse youth and that diverse youth were nearly absent from national studies of 

adolescents. They responded to this national need for data by launching the first National 

School Climate survey, and they continue to meet this continued need for current data by 

conducting the study every two years. Since then, the biennial National School Climate 

Survey has documented the unique challenges diverse students face and identified 

interventions that can improve school climate. The survey documents the prevalence of 

anti-sexual orientation language and victimization, such as experiences of harassment and 

assault in school. In addition, the survey examines school policies and practices that may 

contribute to negative experiences for diverse students and make them feel as if they are 

not valued by their school communities. The survey also explores the effects that a 

hostile school climate may have on diverse students’ educational outcomes and well-

being. Finally, the survey reports on the availability and the utility of gender identity 

related school resources and supports that may offset the negative effects of a hostile 

school climate and promote a positive learning experience. In addition to collecting these 

critical data every two years, they also add and adapt survey questions to respond to the 

changing world for diverse youth. For example, in the 2013 survey they added a question 

about hearing negative remarks about transgender people (e.g., “tranny”). The National 

School Climate Survey remains one of the few studies to examine the school experiences 

of diverse students nationally, and its results have been vital to GLSEN’s understanding 
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of the issues that diverse students face, thereby informing their ongoing work to ensure 

safe and affirming schools for all (GLSEN, 2013). In their 2015 survey, they examined 

the experiences of diverse students with regard to indicators of negative school climate:  

• Hearing biased remarks, including homophobic remarks, in school;  

• Feeling unsafe in school because of personal characteristics, such as sexual 

orientation, gender expression, or race/ethnicity;  

• Missing classes or days of school because of safety reasons;  

• Experiencing harassment and assault in school;  

• Experiencing discriminatory policies and practices at school. 

• The possible negative effects of a hostile school climate on diverse students’ 

academic achievement, educational aspirations, and psychological well-being;  

• Whether or not students report experiences of victimization to school officials or to 

family members and how these adults address the problem; and  

• How the school experiences of diverse students differ by personal and community 

characteristics. 

In addition, they demonstrated the degree to which diverse students have access to 

supportive resources in school, and they explored the possible benefits of these resources: 

Gay-Straight Alliances (GSAs) or similar clubs; school anti-bullying/harassment policies; 

supportive school staff; and curricular resources that are inclusive of gender identity 

related topics. Given that GLSEN has been conducting the survey for over a decade, they 

also examine changes over time on indicators of negative school climate and levels of 

access to gender identity related resources in schools.  
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The GLSEN 2015 National School Climate Survey 

 The 2015 National School Climate Survey was conducted online. To obtain a 

representative national sample of diverse youth, they conducted outreach through 

national, regional, and local organizations that provide services to or advocate on behalf 

of diverse youth, and advertised and promoted on social networking sites, such as 

Facebook, Instagram, and Tumblr. To ensure representation of transgender youth, youth 

of color, and youth in rural communities, they made special efforts to notify groups and 

organizations that work predominantly with these populations. The final sample consisted 

of a total of 10,528 students between the ages of 13 and 21. Students were from all 50 

states and the District of Columbia and from 3,095 unique school districts. About two-

thirds of the sample (68.6%) was White, a third (34.9%) was cisgender female, and about 

half identified as gay or lesbian (49.2%). Students were in grades 6 to 12, with the largest 

numbers in grades 10 and 11 (GLSEN, 2015).  

School Hostile Environments 

 GLSEN (2015) report’s findings reaffirm that schools nationwide are hostile 

environments for a distressing number of diverse students, the overwhelming majority of 

whom routinely hear anti-sexual orientation language and experience victimization and 

discrimination at school. As a result, many diverse students avoid school activities or 

miss school entirely. They discovered that when it comes to school safety 57.6% of 

diverse students felt unsafe at school because of their sexual orientation, and 43.3% 

because of their gender expression. 31.8% of diverse students missed at least one entire 

day of school in the past month because they felt unsafe or uncomfortable, and a tenth 

(10.0%) missed four or more days in the past month. Over a third avoided gender-
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segregated spaces in school because they felt unsafe or uncomfortable (bathrooms: 

39.4%; locker rooms: 37.9%). Most reported avoiding school functions and 

extracurricular activities (71.5% and 65.7%, respectively) because they felt unsafe or 

uncomfortable (GLSEN, 2015). 

Harassment and Assault at School 

 In regard to harassment and assault at school GLSEN (2015) found that the vast 

majority of diverse students (85.2%) experienced verbal harassment (e.g., called names 

or threatened) at school based on a personal characteristic, most commonly sexual 

orientation (70.8% of diverse students) and gender expression (54.5%). Twenty-seven 

percent of diverse students were physically harassed (e.g., pushed or shoved) in the past 

year because of their sexual orientation and 20.3% because of their gender expression. 

Thirteen percent of diverse students were sexually harassed (e.g., unwanted touching or 

sexual remarks) in the past year at school. Fifty-eight percent of diverse students who 

were harassed or assaulted in school did not report the incident to school staff, most 

commonly because they doubted that effective intervention would occur, or the situation 

could become worse if reported. 

 Sixty-four percent of the students who did report an incident said that school staff 

did nothing in response or told the student to ignore it (GLSEN, 2015). The findings in 

regards anti-sexual orientation remarks at school are as alarming as the rest of the report. 

Almost all of diverse students (98.1%) students heard “gay” used in a negative way (e.g., 

“that’s so gay”) at school; 67.4% heard these remarks frequently or often, and 93.4% 

reported that they felt distressed because of this language. 95.8% of diverse students 

heard other types of homophobic remarks (e.g., “dyke” or “faggot”); 58.8% heard this 
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type of language frequently or often. 95.7% of diverse students heard negative remarks 

about gender expression (not acting “masculine enough” or “feminine enough”); 62.9% 

heard these remarks frequently or often. 85.7% of diverse students heard negative 

remarks specifically about transgender people, like “tranny” or “he/she;” 40.5% heard 

them frequently or often. 56.2% of students reported hearing homophobic remarks from 

their teachers or other school staff, and 63.5% of students reported hearing negative 

remarks about gender expression from teachers or other school staff (GLSEN, 2015).  

Discriminatory School Policies and Practices 

 The 2015 GLSEN National School Climate Survey really opens the eyes of 

educators when reporting the results about discriminatory school policies and practices 

indicating that 8 in 10 diverse students (81.6%) reported that their school engaged in 

gender identity related discriminatory policies or practices, with two-thirds (66.2%) 

saying that they personally experienced this anti-sexual orientation discrimination. 

Almost three-fourths (74.0%) said other students had experienced these policies and 

practices at school. Thirty percent of students reported being disciplined for public 

displays of affection that were not disciplined among non-diverse students. Twenty-two 

percent of students had been prevented from wearing clothes considered inappropriate 

based on their legal sex, seventeen percent of the same gender. 14.1% of students were 

restricted from forming or promoting a GSA. 13.2% of students were prevented from 

wearing clothing or items supporting gender identity issues. Eleven percent were 

prevented or discouraged from participating in school sports because they were diverse. 

Hostile School Climate 

 The report (GLSEN, 2015) also indicated that a hostile school climate affects 



 

 

54 

students’ academic success and mental health. diverse students who experience 

victimization and discrimination at school have worse educational outcomes and poorer 

psychological well-being. diverse students who experienced higher levels of 

victimization because of their sexual orientation were more than three times as likely to 

have missed school in the past month than those who experienced lower levels (62.2% vs. 

20.1%); had lower grade point averages (GPAs) than students who were less often 

harassed (2.9 vs. 3.3); were twice as likely to report that they did not plan to pursue any 

post-secondary education (e.g., college or trade school) than those who experienced 

lower levels (10.0% vs. 5.2%); were more likely to have been disciplined at school 

(54.9% vs. 32.1%), and had lower self-esteem and school belonging and higher levels of 

depression. diverse students who experienced higher levels of victimization because of 

their gender expression were almost three times as likely to have missed school in the 

past month than those who experienced lower levels (59.6% vs. 20.8%); had lower GPAs 

than students who were less often harassed (2.9 vs. 3.3); were twice as likely to report 

that they did not plan to pursue any post-secondary education (e.g., college or trade 

school; 9.5% vs. 5.4%); were more likely to have been disciplined at school (52.1% vs. 

32.7%), and had lower self-esteem and school belonging and higher levels of depression. 

42.5% of diverse students who reported that they did not plan to finish high school, or 

were not sure if they would finish, indicated that they were considering dropping out 

because of the harassment they faced at school. When it comes to the effects of 

discrimination, diverse students who experienced gender identity related discrimination at 

school were more than three times as likely to have missed school in the past month as 

those who had not (44.3% vs. 12.3%); had lower GPAs than their peers (3.1 vs. 3.4); 
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were more likely to have been disciplined at school (46.0% vs. 27.9%), and had lower 

self-esteem and school belonging and higher levels of depression. 32.0% of diverse 

students who reported that they did not plan to finish high school, or were not sure if they 

would finish, indicated that they were considering dropping out because of the hostile 

climate created by gender school policies and practices. Students who feel safe and 

affirmed have better educational outcomes. diverse students who have school resources 

report better school experiences and academic success. Unfortunately, all too many 

schools fail to provide these critical resources. A little over half (54.0%) of students said 

that their school had a Gay-Straight Alliance (GSA) or similar student club. Although 

most diverse students reported participating in their GSA at some level, a little more than 

a third (34.0%) had not.  

GSA in Schools 

 Compared to diverse students who did not have a GSA in their school, GLSEN 

(2015) found that students who had a GSA in their school were less likely to hear “gay” 

used in a negative way often or frequently (59.3% compared to 77.1% of other students); 

were less likely to hear homophobic remarks such as “fag” or “dyke” often or frequently 

(51.0% vs. 68.0%); were less likely to hear negative remarks about gender expression and 

transgender people often or frequently (gender expression: 59.6% vs. 66.8%; transgender 

people: 35.9% vs. 46.0%); were more likely to report that school personnel intervened 

when hearing homophobic remarks compared to students without a GSA — 20.6% vs. 

12.0% said that staff intervene most of the time or always; were less likely to feel unsafe 

because of their sexual orientation than those without a GSA (50.2% vs. 66.3%, and less 

likely to miss school (26.1% vs. 38.5% missed one day of school in past month because 
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of safety concerns); experienced lower levels of victimization related to their sexual 

orientation and gender expression. For example, 21.5% of students with a GSA 

experienced higher levels of victimization based on their gender expression, compared to 

34.0% of those without a GSA; reported a greater number of supportive school staff and 

more accepting peers, and felt more connected to their school community than students 

without a GSA.  

Inclusive Curricular Resources 

 Related to inclusive curricular resources GLSEN (2015) discovered that when it 

comes to availability, only 22.4% of diverse students were taught positive representations 

about diverse people, history, or events in their schools; 17.9% had been taught negative 

content about gender identity; less than half (42.4%) of students reported that they could 

find information about gender identity related issues in their school library. About half of 

students (49.1%) with Internet access at school reported being able to access diverse-

related information online via school computers.  

 On the other hand, GLSEN (2015) was able to confirm that diverse students in 

schools with an diverse-inclusive curriculum were less likely to hear “gay” used in a 

negative way often or frequently (49.7% compared to 72.6% of other students); were less 

likely to hear homophobic remarks such as “fag” or “dyke” often or frequently (40.6% 

vs. 64.1%); were less likely to hear negative remarks about gender expression and 

transgender people often or frequently (gender expression: 50.7% vs. 66.6%; transgender 

people: 26.8% vs. 44.5%); were less likely to feel unsafe because of their sexual 

orientation (40.4% vs. 62.6%); were less likely to miss school in the past month 

compared to a third of other students (18.6% of students with an inclusive curriculum 
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missed school in past month because they felt unsafe or uncomfortable compared to 

35.6% of other students); were less likely to say they might not graduate high school 

(1.4% vs. 4.1%) and less likely to not plan on pursuing post-secondary education (5.1% 

vs. 7.0%). Students in schools with an inclusive curriculum were more likely to report 

that their classmates were somewhat or very accepting of diverse people than other 

students (75.8% vs. 41.6%); and felt more connected to their school community than 

other students.  

Supportive Educators 

 Among the interesting findings of The 2015 National School Climate Survey by 

GLSEN (2105) and as it directly relates to this research was about the availability of 

supportive educators almost all diverse students (97.0%) could identify at least one staff 

member supportive of diverse students at their school; less than two thirds of students 

(63.7%) could identify at least six supportive school staff. Only 41.2% of students could 

identify 11 or more supportive staff. 36.8% of students reported that their school 

administration was supportive of diverse students. Over a quarter (29.1%) of students had 

seen at least one Safe Space sticker or poster at their school (these stickers or posters 

often serve to identify supportive educators). Compared to diverse students with no 

supportive school staff, students with many (11 or more) supportive staff at their school 

were less likely to feel unsafe (40.6% vs. 78.7%); were less likely to miss school because 

they felt unsafe or uncomfortable (16.9% vs. 47.2%); had higher GPAs than other 

students (3.3 vs. 2.8); and were less likely to say they might not graduate high school 

(1.7% vs. 9.5%) and were less likely to not plan on pursuing post-secondary education 

(4.5% vs. 14.7%); and felt more connected to their school community. Students who had 
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seen a Safe Space sticker or poster in their school were more likely to identify school 

staff who were supportive of diverse students and more likely to feel comfortable talking 

with school staff about gender identity issues. Although a majority (83.6%) of students 

had an anti-bullying policy at their school, only 10.2% of students reported that their 

school had a comprehensive policy (i.e., that specifically enumerate both sexual 

orientation and gender identity/expression). Students in schools with a comprehensive 

policy were less likely to hear “gay” used in a negative way often or frequently (51.7% 

compared to 73.6% of students with a generic policy and 80.2% of students with no 

policy); were less likely to hear other homophobic remarks such as “fag” or “dyke” often 

or frequently (44.4% compared to 60.5% of students with a generic policy and 67.9% of 

students with no policy); were less likely to hear negative remarks about gender 

expression often or frequently (52.9% compared to 63.5% of students with a generic 

policy and 69.1% of students with no policy); were more likely to report that staff 

intervene when hearing anti-sexual orientation remarks; experienced less anti-sexual 

orientation victimization; and were more likely to report victimization incidents to school 

staff and were more likely to rate school staff’s response to such incidents as effective 

(GLSEN, 2015).  

 Fontaine (1998) conducted research about school counselors' experiences with 

sexual minority students. Three hundred fifty surveys were distributed at the Annual 

Conference of Pennsylvania School Counselors’ Association, with 101 completed 

surveys. 56% of participants worked at a high school or middle school. Even though this 

study it is not a representative sample of school counselors across the nation, this study 

found that in 51% of secondary schools studied counselors reported working with at least 
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one sexual minority student. This research also illustrated that the most commonly 

problems related to psychological distress associated with being a member or perceived 

as a sexual minority student were low self-esteem (33%); expression (32%); poor sense 

of self (31%); fear of disclosure to peers (26%), to family members (22%); rejection from 

peers and family (24%); and social isolation (24%). This study replicated previous 

research (Jay & Young, 1979; Remafedi, Farrow, & Deisher, 1991), that 22% of 

counselors reported working with students identified with a different sexual orientation 

who had attempt suicide. Sawyer, Porter, Lehman, Anderson and Anderson (2006) found 

similar statistics for LGB youth mental problems. When compared to non-diverse youth, 

diverse youth were more likely to have low self-esteem (88%); anxiety (94%); to feel 

depressed (93%); to develop an eating disorder (50%); to complete or attempt suicide 

(90%); to use illegal substances (72%); to have low scholastic achievement (40%); and 

almost all (98%) are at great risk for harassment. Most concerning, in a national study of 

secondary school counselors, 41% said their school was not doing enough to protect or 

perceived diverse students (Sawyer et al., 2006) and less that 10% felt they had a high 

level of confidence while at school (Fontaine, 1998). Encouragingly, 97% of school 

counselors “strongly agree” with intervening with LGB bullying (Sawyer et al., 2006). 

Finally, 60% of school counselors “strongly agree” that school climates present a safety 

concern for diverse youth. 

 GLSEN (2015) has found that school climate for diverse students has improved 

somewhat over the years yet remains quite hostile for many. Increases in the availability 

of many gender identity related school resources may be having a positive effect on the 

school environment. Some changes in indicators of hostile school climate in terms of 
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anti-sexual orientation remarks indicate that diverse students in 2015 reported a decrease 

in homophobic remarks made by other students compared to all prior years. The 

percentage of students hearing homophobic remarks like “fag” or “dyke” frequently or 

often has dropped from over 80% in 2001 to less than 60% in 2015. Although the 

expression “that’s so gay” remains the most common form of anti-sexual orientation 

language heard by diverse students, its prevalence has declined consistently since 2001. 

In 2015, diverse students reported a higher incidence of negative remarks about gender 

expression than in 2013. There was a decrease in school staff’s frequency of intervention 

in both homophobic remarks and negative remarks about expression from 2013 to 2015. 

In 2015, the incidence of verbal and physical harassment and physical assault regarding 

sexual orientation was lower than all prior years. Changes in harassment and assault 

based on gender expression were similar to those for sexual orientation – verbal and 

physical harassment were lower in 2015 than all prior years and physical assault was also 

its lowest since 2007. The percentage of diverse students reporting that they have a GSA 

in their school was higher in 2015 than in all prior survey years. The percentage of 

diverse students reporting positive representations of diverse people, history, or events in 

their curriculum was significantly higher in 2015 than in all prior survey years. The 

percentage of students with access to gender identity related Internet resources was 

higher in 2015 than in all prior survey years. Students’ access to gender identity related 

content in their textbooks and gender identity related resources in their school library 

were not different in 2015 from 2013 (GLSEN, 2015). 

 Findings in the GLSEN (2015) survey also uncovered that regarding supportive 

educators a higher percentage of diverse students reported having supportive school staff 
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in 2015 than in all prior survey years. More diverse students reported having an anti-

bullying/harassment policy at their school in 2015 than in all prior survey years, but there 

was no increase in comprehensive policies, i.e., one that included protections based on 

sexual orientation and gender identity/expression, from 2013 to 2015.  

Diversity Among Student Population  

 Students are a diverse population, and although they share many similar 

experiences, their experiences in school vary based on their personal demographics, the 

kind of school they attend, and where they live. Overall, Asian/South Asian/Pacific 

Islander students experienced the lowest frequencies of victimization based on sexual 

orientation and gender expression. White/European American diverse students 

experienced lower frequencies of victimization based on race/ethnicity than all diverse 

youth of color groups. Asian/South Asian/Pacific Islander students were less likely to 

experience anti-sexual orientation discrimination at school resulting from school policies 

and practices, than Multiracial students, White students, and Hispanic/Latino students. 

Compared to LGBQ cisgender students, transgender, genderqueer, and other non-

cisgender students faced more hostile school climates. Cisgender female students were 

less likely to be victimized or feel unsafe based on their sexual orientation or their gender 

expression compared to other diverse students. Compared to cisgender male students, 

cisgender female students experienced a more hostile school climate regarding their 

gender and were more likely to have experienced anti-sexual orientation discrimination at 

school. Gender nonconforming cisgender students (students whose gender expression did 

not align to traditional gender norms) experienced worse school climates compared to 

gender conforming cisgender students. diverse students in middle school were more 
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likely than students in high school to hear homophobic language and negative remarks 

about gender expression in school (GLSEN, 2015). Students in middle school reported 

slightly higher frequencies of victimization based on sexual orientation and gender 

expression than students in high school. Students in middle school were less likely to 

have access to each gender identity related school resource: GSAs, supportive educators, 

inclusive curriculum, and comprehensive anti-bullying/harassment policies; the disparity 

between middle and high school students was greatest for GSAs (14.5% for middle 

school students vs. 61.2% for high school students). Diverse public-school students heard 

all types of homophobic language most often, as compared to both students in religious 

schools and private non-religious schools.  

 Overall, students in public schools experienced higher frequencies of anti-sexual 

orientation victimization compared to other students. Students in religious schools 

reported more anti-sexual orientation related discrimination compared to students in 

public schools and private non-religious schools. Overall, students in private non-

religious schools had greater access to gender identity related resources and supports in 

school than students in other schools, whereas students in religious schools had less 

access to most gender identity related resources. Diverse students attending schools in the 

Northeast and the West reported lower frequencies of hearing anti-sexual orientation 

remarks than students attending schools in the South and Midwest. Students from schools 

in the Northeast and the West reported somewhat lower levels of victimization both 

based on sexual orientation and based on gender expression than students in schools in 

the South and the Midwest. Students in the South were most likely to experience anti-

sexual orientation discrimination at school. Students in the Northeast were most likely to 
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report having gender identity related resources at school. Diverse students in rural/small 

town schools reported hearing anti-sexual orientation remarks most often. Students in 

schools in rural/small town areas experienced the highest levels of victimization based on 

sexual orientation and based on gender expression. Students in schools in rural/small 

town areas were more likely to experience anti-sexual orientation discrimination at 

school than students in suburban and urban schools. Students in rural/small town schools 

were least likely to have gender identity related school resources or supports, particularly 

GSAs and supportive school personnel (GLSEN, 2015). 

Principals’ Role 

 As indicated by Frystrom (2010) principals are another important part of school 

climate. When asked about school safety for diverse students, only 33% of secondary 

school principals felt that they would feel “very safe”. Almost all (96%) of principals 

reported hearing “that’s so gay” and “you’re so gay”, furthermore, 96% of principals also 

reported hearing Sexual orientation related slurs (GLSEN & Harris Interactive, 2008). 

Also, 74% of secondary school principals have witnessed a student being physically or 

verbally bullied because of having an diverse parent or family member, and only 49% felt 

that students with a diverse parent or family member would feel “very safe” at school. 

Finally, under half (41%) of principals have implemented specific interventions to create 

a safer school climate. 

 GLSEN (2015) suggested that it is clear that there is an urgent need for action to 

create safe and affirming learning environments for diverse students. Results from the 

2015 National School Climate Survey demonstrate the ways in which school-based 

supports — such as supportive staff, anti-bullying/harassment policies, curricular 
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resources inclusive of diverse people, and GSAs — can positively affect diverse students’ 

school experiences. After conducting their survey and discussing findings, GLSEN 

(2015) made the following recommendations: increasing student access to appropriate 

and accurate information regarding diverse people, history, and events through inclusive 

curricula and library and Internet resources; supporting student clubs, such as GSAs, that 

provide support for diverse students and address gender identity issues in education; 

providing professional development for school staff to improve rates of intervention and 

increase the number of supportive teachers and other staff available to students; ensuring 

that school policies and practices, such as those related to dress codes and school dances, 

do not discriminate against diverse students; and adopting and implementing 

comprehensive bullying/harassment policies that specifically enumerate sexual 

orientation, gender identity, and gender expression in individual schools and districts, 

with clear and effective systems for reporting and addressing incidents that students 

experience (GLSEN, 2015). 

Bullying in Elementary Schools 

 As early as the primary grades, students are pigeonholed if they do not conform to 

classic gender roles. Schools intensify the issue of gender nonconformity with everyday 

activities and routines that are organized based on sex. Students who do not identify with 

gender are affected by such common practices (Hanlon, 2009). 

 When Eric Marcus, a homosexual man and author, addressed the question, “What 

do students learn about homosexuality in elementary school and high school?” his answer 

was simply stated, 
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 Students learn plenty about homosexuality in school, almost all of it informally, 

and nearly all of it bad. The first lesson occurs when one child calls another a fag 

in the elementary school cafeteria, and the lessons continue right on through high 

school, when a group of students decides to torment a theater teacher they think is 

gay. (Marcus, 1999, p. 173) 

According to Hoffman  (2001), the issues of homosexuality are rarely put in a positive 

context in our schools. As Marcus alluded to, “gay” is used as an all-purpose insult in 

many schools across the United States. No matter if it is said, “You’re gay!” or “That’s so 

gay!”, it is understood that someone or something just received the uttermost ridicule. 

Soon these students grow up and enter junior/senior high school. Now these homosexual 

slurs are not only an insult to heterosexual peers, but also an absolute torment to fellow 

gay students (Hoffman, 2001).  

2010 Playgrounds and Prejudice GLSEN Survey 

 According to Playgrounds and Prejudice (GLSEN, 2012), children undergo rapid 

development and changes during their elementary school years. These are formative 

years for increasing their knowledge and acquiring interactive skills while becoming 

aware of the world around them, in addition self-discovery. The interactive surroundings 

of school classrooms afford youngsters the liberty of creating relationships and becoming 

cognizant of communal and peer partnerships. Social interactions in school settings often 

lend themselves to situations of verbal abuse among students and can intensify if adult 

role models and teachers neglect them. These activities, if permitted to continue, will cast 

a foundation of preconception and aversion in the minds of young individuals. Harris 
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Interactive, Inc. conducted a survey of elementary school students and elementary school 

teachers on behalf of GLSEN.  

 A national sample of 1,065 elementary school students in 3rd to 6th grade and 

1,099 elementary school teachers of Kindergarten to 6th grade participated in the online 

survey. The sample was drawn primarily from the Harris Poll Online (HPOL) opt‐in 

panel. The survey was conducted during November and December 2010 (GLSEN, 2012). 

Biased Remarks and Name-Calling 

 Among the key findings, they discovered that, elementary school students and 

teachers report that biased remarks are regularly used by students at their schools. The 

most commonly heard negative remarks from students in elementary schools are insults 

toward intellectual ability and using the word ‘gay’ in a negative way. About half of 

students (45%) report that they hear comments like “that’s so gay” or “you’re so gay” 

from other kids at school sometimes, often or all the time. Half of teachers (49%) say 

they hear students in their school use the word “gay” in a negative way sometimes, often 

or very often. Sexist language and remarks about gender stereotypes are commonly heard 

in elementary schools. Four in ten students (39%) say they hear other kids at their school 

say there are things that boys should not do or should not wear because they are boys at 

least sometimes. One third of students (33%) say they hear other kids at their school say 

there are things that girls should not do or should not wear because they are girls at least 

sometimes.  

 

Bullying and School Safety 
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 Most elementary school students report that students at their school are bullied or 

called names at least sometimes at their school, and half of elementary school teachers 

consider bullying and name‐ calling to be a serious problem at their school. Three 

quarters (75%) of elementary school students report that students at their school are 

called names, made fun of or bullied with at least some regularity (i.e., all the time, often 

or sometimes). Nearly one half of elementary school teachers believe that bullying, 

name‐calling or harassment is a very or somewhat serious problem at their school (47%). 

Although a majority of elementary school students feel very safe at school, bullying and 

name‐calling are experienced by a sizable number of students. Students who are bullied 

regularly at school report lower grades and a lower quality of life than other students 

(GLSEN, 2012). The most common reason for being bullied or called names, as well as 

feeling unsafe at school, is physical appearance. Two thirds of students attribute the 

bullying and name‐calling that they witness at school to students’ appearance or body 

size (67%). Students are next most likely to attribute the bullying and name‐calling to not 

being good at sports (37%), how well they do at schoolwork (26%) and being a boy who 

acts or looks “too much like a girl” or a girl who acts or looks “too much like a boy” 

(23%). Seven in ten teachers say that students in their school are very often, often or 

sometimes bullied, called names or harassed because of the way they look or their body 

size (70%). Teachers are also likely to report that students in their school are frequently 

bullied, called names or harassed because of their ability at school (60%), they have a 

disability (39%), their family does not have a lot of money (37%), they are a boy who 

acts or looks “too much like a girl" (37%) or their race/ethnicity (35%). The number one 

reason among all students for personally feeling unsafe or afraid at school, cited by one in 
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seven students (16%), is personal appearance. Students who do not conform to traditional 

gender norms are more likely than other students to experience incidents of bullying or 

name‐calling school and to feel less safe at school. Students in public schools and schools 

in urban areas are more likely to go to schools where students are bullied or called names, 

and to be bullied or called names and feel less safe at school themselves. 

 It may come to a surprise how early gay and lesbian youth come to self-

realization. One report indicated that lesbian, gay, bisexual youth first became aware of 

their sexual orientation at age 10 (D’Augelli & Hershburger, 1993).  While the mean age 

of lesbian and gay youth becoming aware of their first same sex attraction is 9.7 (Herdt & 

Boxer, 1996). When that age is put into perspective, it represents a 3rd or 4th grade 

student. Along with self-realization, this stage brings a wide array of feelings and 

emotions. It takes a lot of courage for one to admit that he/she is gay. It is common for a 

young gay or lesbian person to experience inner conflict (Bass & Kaufman, 1996). 

Society still, to a degree, teaches that same-sex relationships are a negative thing, yet this 

is exactly what feels natural these youth (Bass & Kaufman, 1996). One young, gay man 

remembers feelings of shame, reporting, “I’d feel so guilty and dirty…” (Bass & 

Kaufman, 1996, p. 21).  Some youth experience denial and spend a great deal of effort 

suppressing their same-sex feelings of attraction in order to fit in with the norm. These 

vague feelings of being different may result in isolation. Marcus (1999) recalled his 

feelings; “The two emotions that most dominated my life at that time (of self-realization) 

were fear and a sense of isolation. I was fearful of what my friends and family would 

think of me if they knew the truth and I felt enormous isolation because there was no one 

I could talk to” (p. 34). 
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 As Fystrom (2010) indicated, reports of secondary school diversity climates 

illustrate great concern over the sexual school climate for elementary children. 

Furthermore, it raises the questions of how and when this hostile and unsafe environment 

begins to develop. Despite these concerns there has been limited research on the sexual 

diversity climate for elementary school children. According to Reis (1999), the most 

alarming research on elementary age students was conducted by the Washington State 

Safe School Coalition (WSSC). Over five years there were six reported cases of antigay 

bullying from elementary schools. These qualitative examples clearly demonstrate how 

unsafe a sexual diversity climate can be for children of any age. One of the six reported 

incidents was about a first-grade male student who was picked up from school by his 

father. He went on to ask his father what a “faggot” was. The father inquired why, to 

which he replied a “friend” called him at recess. The father went on to explain that it was 

a derogatory term towards gay individuals. The father reported that his son was 

embarrassed. The father further reported being angry and wished the school would 

explain theses terms to the children regardless of their age (Reis, 1999). When children 

are allowed to use terms such as “that’s so gay” or “you’re so gay” they are taught that: 

being gay is bad; if you are different you are bad; I don't want people to think I am gay; 

and if I call people gay they won’t think I am gay” (Goldstine, 2001, p. 4). The second 

incident involved a second grader in the playground who over a three-month period, was 

repeatedly called “gay boy” and “don’t play with gay boy”. As the bullying continued, he 

became reserved and exhibited depressive symptoms. When he finally disclosed the 

incidents to his mother, she called the teacher. The teacher discussed the incidents with 

the class, to which the children responded well (Goldstine, 2001). 
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 According to Playgrounds and Prejudice (GLSEN, 2012), previous research 

conducted by GLSEN (the Gay, Lesbian & Straight Education Network) has documented 

the prevalence of biased language, name‐calling and bullying, as well as supportive 

resources, at the secondary school level; yet, the precursors to secondary school climate 

are less understood. The GLSEN 2012 study examined school climate, student 

experiences and teacher practices at the elementary school level. In their study, students 

in elementary school were asked about their school climates, including hearing biased 

remarks, witnessing and experiencing bullying as well as lessons they received on 

bullying, gender issues and family diversity. Elementary school teachers were asked 

similar questions about school climate, as well as questions about attitudes and efforts 

toward students with diverse parents and students who may not conform to traditional 

gender norms, their schools’ anti‐bullying or harassment efforts and their own 

professional development experiences.  

 Menivielle (2012) reported that children with concerns about their gender might 

present to clinicians as young as age three and all the way up through adolescence, and 

the rate of clinical referrals appears to be increasing. Presentations tend to cluster around 

two developmental events: The first is entering school and the second is entering 

adolescence. The main concerns that prompt consultation in the younger group include 

two broad areas: (1) etiologic, diagnostic, and prognostic questions that emanate from the 

parents’ wish to understand the child’s gender variance (i.e. “What is it?”, “What causes 

it?”, “Is this pathology?”, “What lies ahead?”); and (2) concerns about the social 

ramifications of gender nonconformity that may center on peers and school life or family 

life (i.e. “How do we deal with peer rejection and bullying?”, How do we deal with 
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negative attitudes toward gender variance among the parents, family members, and 

friends?”). The child’s peer relationships are always a concern for parents. Fear that the 

young child will experience rejection often occurs at the time the child enters or is about 

to enter kindergarten. Parents who have accommodated to the child’s gendered interests 

and behaviors within their home are faced with prospect of a wider world that will not be 

so welcoming. The degree of rejection that children actually experience in the early 

school years varies significantly from severe to almost none. There is also great variation 

in children’s social competence to secure a social position and to deal with rejection 

when it happens (Menvielle, 2012). 

 Bullying and harassment are not uncommon occurrences at the elementary school 

level, especially for students who may be vulnerable because of personal characteristics 

such as physical appearance, ability and not conforming to traditional gender norms. 

Although school climates are not especially hostile at this age, more can be done to set a 

foundation for safe and supportive school environments that span across students’ school 

years (GLSEN, 2012). Research has consistently shown that sexual minority youth report 

high rates of peer victimization and bullying in comparison to their straight-identified 

peers (Robinson & Espelage, 2011).  

Barriers Preventing Support for Diverse Populations 

 In their report The Principal’s Perspective: School Safety, Bullying and 

Harassment (GLSEN, 2008), they stated that it is important to know what barriers 

principals encounter when engaging in efforts to make their schools safer for diverse 

students. The researchers found that 21% of principals say that their school has engaged 

in efforts specifically designed to create a safe environment for diverse students. Of these 
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principals, half (52%) did not face any barriers in implementing their efforts in this 

regard. Of those who faced barriers, the most common barrier is the lack of resources 

(32%), including lack of school personnel’s time (22%) and lack of funding (21%). Three 

in ten principals (28%) encountered objections from at least one of their stakeholder 

groups. Two in ten (20%) faced objections by parents and nearly as many (16%) faced 

objections by other community members. A majority of principals believe that a variety 

of segments of the school community would be supportive of efforts that specifically 

address issues of school safety for diverse students and families, yet fewer than half or 

principals believed they would be very or extremely supportive. moreover 70% believe 

that principals in the school (75%), teachers in the school (72%), and district-level 

administration (71%) would be supportive, approximately 40% or fewer believing they 

would be very or extremely supportive. A majority of principals also believe that other 

school staff (62%), the PTA/PTO (58%), school board members (57%) and students 

themselves (57%) would be supportive, with fewer than a quarter believing that they 

would be very or extremely supportive. However, half or fewer principals believe that 

families of students in the school (51%), local government officials (50%) and other 

community members (46%) would be supportive, and fewer than one in five principals 

believe they would be very or extremely supportive. Principals of senior high schools are 

more likely than principals of junior high/middle and elementary school levels to believe 

that the various members of their school community would be supportive of efforts that 

specifically address diverse students and families in school safety issues (GLSEN, 2008). 

 Principals indicated that a range of types of support would be helpful in their 

efforts to create a safe environment for diverse students and families at their school 
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(GLSEN, 2008). However, no single effort is viewed as considerably more helpful than 

others. Two-thirds of principals believe that the support of the superintendent or district 

administration (65%) and resources from professional organizations (65%) would be 

helpful in supporting their efforts in this area. Six in ten principals believe that the 

support of the school board (62%), support of families and community members (62%), 

professional development (62%) and anti-bullying/harassment policies that explicitly 

protect diverse students would be helpful (61%). Secondary school principals are more 

likely than elementary school principals to believe that support of the district 

administration (70% vs. 63%), support of the school board (67% vs. 59%) and support of 

families and community members (68% vs. 59%) to more openly address safety issues 

for diverse students would be helpful for their efforts in this area (GLSEN, 2008). 

 Principals indicated a gap between the current state of programs and policies that 

specifically address the safety of diverse students and families and the need for such 

efforts in their school (GLSEN, 2008). Overall, principals believe in the helpfulness of a 

variety of efforts to achieve the goal of safe and welcoming schools for diverse students 

and families, particularly professional development for school personnel and anti- 

bullying/harassment policies that provide specific protections based on sexual orientation 

and gender identity/expression. Whereas only a small percentage of principals report that 

their schools have actually engaged in specific efforts to create safer schools for diverse 

students, most of these principals faced no barriers in doing so. Additionally, the majority 

of these principals believe that members of the school community would be supportive of 

such efforts (GLSEN, 2008). 
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 As Nelson (2009) asserted, educators are working in institutions and, in many 

cases, creating classrooms spaces that promote heteronormativity or centralize 

heterosexuality as the norm. The 2013 GLSEN (Kosciw, Greytak, Palmer, & Boesen, 

2014) survey suggests that 56% of diverse students experience discrimination at 

schooling that school are unwelcoming and unsafe for the majority of diverse students. 

More alarming is the finding that schools are largely underprepared and lack the 

necessary resources to support diverse students. Hostile and underprepared school 

environments lead to negative impacts on diverse students’ educational success and well-

being (Kosciw et al., 2014). In a 2014 study, Greytak and Kosciw (2014) looked at the 

factors related to educators’ responses to anti-sexual orientation behaviors. They found 

that homophobic attitudes still persist about some educators that may influence whether 

they intervene or address anti-sexual orientation behaviors presented by students. Other 

studies (Norman, 2004; Schneider & Dimito, 2008) have identified fears of negative 

reactions from parents and other school staff as key barrier to intervention and that 

teachers believed intervention would be facilitated by school policies that explicitly 

prohibit bullying based on sexual orientation, gender identity, or gender expression 

(Greytak & Kosciw, 2014). The three key factors identified by Greytak and Kosciw in 

educators’ responses to anti-sexual orientation behaviors are awareness, self-efficacy, and 

a sense of obligation (Howard, Horne, & Joliff, 2001; Nesdale &Pickering, 2006; 

Newman-Carlson & Horne, 2004; Yoon, 2004). Awareness is critical given the 

prevalence of anti-sexual orientation harassment in schools. When teachers view bullying 

and harassment as a serious or urgent issue, they are more likely to intervene (Greytak & 

Kosciw, 2014; Yoon, 2004). Therefore, awareness may create a sense of seriousness or 
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urgency, increasing the frequency of teacher response. Regardless of personal beliefs, 

teachers may feel obligated to intervene in instances of harassment and bullying. 

Research has shown that this sense of obligation or professional responsibility to students 

may increase the likelihood that teachers will intervene (Greytak & Kosciw, 2014; Mc 

Garry, 2008; Meyer, Astor, & Behre, 2004). Self-efficacy is the individual belief in one’s 

own ability to engage in intervention, and the more confident a teacher is in their ability 

to intervene, the more likely they are to actually intervene (Greytak, & Kosciw, 2014; 

Howard et al., 2001; Newman-Carlson & Horne, 2004; Yoon, 2004). 

 As Doellman (2017) indicated, there are a great number of challenges to addressing 

gender identity in public schools. These topics include not only external challenges from 

outside of school but also internal challenges with individual faculty belief systems and 

local school policy. Teachers must work from within the current student perception in the 

classroom to try to create an inclusive environment. However, many teachers feel 

unprepared or unequipped to incorporate gender identity issues and are afraid of backlash 

from parents, community members, and/or administration. They are also afraid of being 

labeled as gay themselves, face a lack of support, and are already undertaking a heavy 

workload with “normal” classroom duties and obligations (Fredman, Schultz, & 

Hoffman, 2015). Many educators also do not want to impose their own values upon 

students; therefore, they stay silent on gender identity, unknowingly reinforcing the 

stigma of diverse individuals and issues. To add to the uncertainty that many teachers 

face when deciding whether to include gender identity in the classroom or if they should 

address bullying of diverse students directly, educators also face the risk of political 

decisions that may impact their interactions with gender identity issues in schools. As 
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Fredman and colleagues (2015) pointed out, when public employees are speaking in a 

setting that is part of their job duties, they are not protected by the First Amendment. 

They are then vulnerable to employer repercussions as a result of their speech. Educators 

are, in fact, public employees and are not protected by the First Amendment with regard 

to what they say in and surrounding their classrooms. This may deter some educators 

from addressing sensitive issues, such as gender identity, in their classroom for fear of 

repercussions (Fredman et al., 2015).  

 In their study, Fredman et al. (2015) interviewed 16 teachers, the interviews 

revealed three main rules that address gender identity in schools: (a) teachers should 

simply not talk about gender identity issues; (b) if teachers do address gender identity 

issues, they need to be pre-approved by appropriate principals and governing bodies; and 

(c) if gender identity are included, they must be managed in a way to prevent or limit 

negative feedback from parents and the community. Teachers in this study also talked 

about their personal reasons for hesitating to address gender identity issues. One cited 

reason was the lack of time and energy to devote to confronting perceived risks for 

inclusion of issues in classrooms. Another reason was fears of maintaining their job 

security and their happiness in their jobs. Some indicated that it wasn't just a fear of 

negative experience or marginalization in their job but losing their job entirely. 

Suggestions from Fredman and colleagues (2015) to help take small steps toward the 

inclusion of addressing gender identity in school include farming the argument for 

inclusion around the creation of safe environments for all students, capitalizing on 

potential leeway in curriculum for inclusion, and requesting training on gender identity. 
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 Lindsey, Diaz, Lindsey, Nuri-Robins, and Terrell (2013) explained that 

recognizing and understanding the tension that exist for people and schools in terms of 

barriers versus assets, prepares you to better serve the students in your classroom, school, 

and district. When explaining The Cultural Proficiency Framework, they indicate that 

The Barriers to Cultural Proficiency and the Guiding Principles of Cultural Proficiency 

are the “invisible guiding hands” of the framework. Barriers inform the negative aspects 

of the Cultural Proficiency Continuum - Cultural Destructiveness, Cultural Incapacity, 

and Cultural Blindness - while the Guiding Principles serve to inform the positive aspects 

of the Cultural Proficiency Continuum - Cultural Pre-competence, Cultural Competence, 

and Cultural Proficiency. Being able to recognize and acknowledge the Barriers to 

Cultural Proficiency is basic to understanding how to overcome resistance to change 

within us and in our schools. There are barriers to cultural proficient attitudes, behaviors, 

policies, and practices that affect our daily lives and impact educational leaders’ 

decisions (Lindsey, Nuri-Robins, & Terrel, 1990, 2003, 2009); being resistant to change, 

being unaware of the need to adapt, not acknowledging systemic oppression, and 

benefiting from a sense of privilege and entitlement. 

 According to Ho, Alviar-Martin, and Leviste (2014), teachers face numerous 

intellectual and emotional challenges when handling controversial topics and issues in the 

classroom. Studies have, for example shown that personal beliefs, community values, and 

norms influence teachers’ decisions to avoid controversial topics related to sexuality and 

religion in the United States and Canada (Bickmore, 2002; Evans, Avery, & Pederson, 

2000). Other studies have also shown how emotional plays a significant part in the 

teaching of controversial political issues in divided societies such Cyprus, Israel, and 
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Northern Island (Bekerman & Zembylas, 2001; McCully, 2006; Zembylas & Kambani, 

2012). Studies conducted in liberal democratic societies with decentralized education 

systems, such as the United States, indicate that only a minority of social studies teachers 

in the United States focused on teaching controversial issues in U.S. history and civics 

courses even though they acknowledge the value of discussing controversial issues, 

(Hahn, 1999). Notably, despite the relatively liberal democratic U.S. political system, 

many teachers were reluctant to address controversial topics related to diversity, 

including abortion, religious beliefs, and sexual orientation, due to their perceptions of 

the sensitivity of the subject matter topics (Hahn, 1999; Hess & Avery, 2008; Misco & 

Patterson, 2007). Similarly, in Canada, another country with a liberal democratic political 

system, teachers frequently avoid teaching conflict-laden topics such as sexual 

orientation “in anticipation of parents’ or principals’ potential objections” (Bickmore, 

2002, p. 208). The threat of external challenges, a fear of sanctions, and the desire to 

avoid censure from their superiors or their peers have also resulted in teachers being 

constrained in their ability to select controversial texts, curriculum, and topics for their 

students (Cornbleth, 2001). 

 Despite these different political, historical, and social contexts, the literature also 

suggests that teachers in different national settings face common challenges in teaching 

controversial issues. Teachers in China, Canada, and Singapore cite very similar 

constraints when teaching controversial topics. These includes the fear of not meeting 

curricular objectives, the difficulty of teaching these controversial topics, and the desire 

to maintain an orderly classroom (Alviar-Martin & Ho, 2011; Bickmore, 2002; Misco, 

2011).  
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Creating a Diverse Inclusive School Climate 

 According to Hatzenbuehler, Birkett, Van Wagenen, and Meyer (2014), school 

climate is a key social development context for diverse adolescents. Research has shown 

that intolerance and prejudice make school a hostile and dangerous place. Couple this 

with an unfortunately elevated nationwide and worldwide occurrence of victimization of 

diverse youth at school due to sexual orientation, gender identity, and/or gender 

expression (Greytak & Kosciw, 2014; Kosciw, Palmer, Kull, & Greytak, 2013), and the 

importance of school climate for diverse students is elevated. Kosciw (2013) emphasized 

that the negative experiences of diverse students at school ranges from verbal and 

physical harassment, sexual harassment, social exclusion and isolation, and other 

problems with peers. Diverse students are exposed to an increased level of victimization 

at school, including harassment and assault. Not only does victimization occur, much of it 

goes unreported because students doubt that school staff could effectively intervene or 

believe that reporting the incident would make things worse (Kosciw et al., 2014). 

 Doellman (2017) found that an analysis of focus group interviews by Grossman et 

al. (2009) revealed common themes for experiences in school. Two themes emerged in 

their experiences with school violence: lack of community and lack of empowerment 

with no sense of control over their experience. Students reported feelings of not being 

part of the school community; in fact, many reported feeling marginalized and having no 

control over how other students treated them. Even worse, they felt that nothing could be 

done to remedy the situation. Furthermore, they felt that they could not act alone to 

address issues. However, in the rare instances that they were given assistance in school, 

once they left school property they were again on their own. Some reports that 
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heterosexual students made it clear they perceived themselves to be superior to the sexual 

and gender minority youth. Frequent name-calling, hate speech, harassment, and violence 

were common experiences for many participants in the study. According to the 

participants, the climate of their school, in which harassment was not rare and where 

support (even when incidents were reported to teachers or school staff) was hard to find, 

led to their feeling of exclusion from the school community (Grossman et al., 2009).  

 When school may not often be a safe and affirming environment for these 

students, there are negative impacts on their well-being and achievement (Kosciw et al., 

2013). In the academic realm, the hostile school environment has detrimental impacts on 

student attendance, academic performance, and “educational attainment” (Geytak & 

Kosciw, 2014, p. 410).  

Welcoming Schools  

 Educators who are willing to take on proactive roles benefit diverse youth and 

their families, as well as decreases the institutionalized homonegativity and heterosexism 

that makes school so difficult for many diverse youth and families (Bickmore, 1999). The 

National Association of School Psychologists (Crothers & Altman, 2007; Weiler, 2003) 

acknowledged this and has created some major target areas including making all school 

climates healthy and supportive for all students, including LGB youth. The National 

Association of School Psychologists (NASP) has a long-standing commitment to 

advocacy efforts aimed at ensuring that schools are safe and inclusive learning 

environments for all students (http://www.nasponline.org/). 

 Doellman (2017) recognized that given the importance of school climate on 

diverse students’ academic outcome, and psychological well-being, it is vital to create a 
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supportive school atmosphere. Hatzenbuehler et al. (2014) provided suggestions to create 

a more supportive school climate by having Gay, Straight, Alliance Club (GSA) and safe 

spaces for diverse youth, including curriculum related health matters for diverse people, 

prohibiting harassment based on sexual orientation and gender identity, encouraging 

professional development for teachers to learn to create safe and supportive climates 

within the schools, and facilitating access to off-school property providers for health and 

special services directly related to gender identity issues. Creating a supportive climate is 

important because there is a correlation between positive school climate and a reduced 

risk of suicidal thoughts. The results of this study indicate that youths with a greater 

school connectedness and who reside in districts with more proactive school climates 

were significantly less likely to report suicidal thoughts and fewer suicide attempts 

(Hatzenbuehler et al., 2014). 

 Several independent organizations have been concerned with the climate of U.S. 

schools for diverse youth for decades. Their efforts have been slow to reach the schools 

because of resistance to discussing sexuality and gender identity within schools and 

because of the surrounding political landscape. But active steps have been taken to 

address the issue of bullying and harassment of diverse youth in schools, with increasing 

attention to preventing widespread discriminatory and prejudice beliefs (Espelage, 2015). 

The Gay, Lesbian & Straight Education Network (GLSEN) is a national organization that 

seeks to end discrimination, harassment, and bullying based on sexual orientation, gender 

identity, and gender expression in K-12 schools. GLSEN’s work target policy makers, 

educators, community leaders, and students, providing them with the information, skills 

trainings, and outreach programming to advance their efforts to create safer schools for 
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diverse youth. Some of GLSEN’s programming include nationwide awareness campaigns 

such as  the NationalDay of Silence and NoName Calling Week. In addition, local 

GLSEN chapters and GSAs organize and educate at the community level. Participants in 

these chapters are trained to be effective advocates of GLSEN’s mission. In combination 

with its outreach and activism, GLSEN conducts national-level research examining the 

experiences of diverse youth, identifying positive and negative practices and policies that 

affect school environments for diverse youth, examining the effectiveness of GLSEN’s 

own programs, and so forth. GLSEN also has a strong online presence through which it 

creates awareness and opportunities for involvement in the organization. GLSEN has 

received funding from the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention to implement its 

Safe Space initiative, a school-based programs that provide educators with strategies for 

creating a positive learning environment for diverse students, supporting diverse students 

beyond academics, and reducing anti-sexual orientation bias in the larger school 

population. The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention also funds a similar program 

called GLSEN Lunchbox, which provides strategies to address the negative outcomes of 

anti-sexual orientation biases in schools (Espelage, 2015). 

 In her article, Espelage (2015) also mentioned other prominent national 

organizations that include a focus on gender identity issues in schools such as Parents, 

Families, and Friends of Lesbians and Gays (www.pflag.org) and the Human Rights 

Campaign (www.hrc.org). Current intervention and educational programming for gender 

identity issues include Respect for All Project (www.groundspark.org) and the 

Welcoming Schools project (www.welcomingschools.org). The Respect for All Project 

includes several educational films on gender identity issues in education (It’s 

http://www.pflag.org/
http://www.hrc.org/
http://www.groundspark.org/
http://www.welcomingschools.org/
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Elementary), homophobic bullying (Let’s Get Real), family diversity (That’s a Family!) , 

and gender norms transphobia, and homophobia (Straightlaced), as well as 

accompanying curricula, activity guides, and workshops. The Welcoming Schools pilot 

program was initiated through the Human Rights Campaign to address gender identity 

issues in elementary schools. It includes lesson plans, professional development for 

teachers and principals, and additional educational resources for families. The 

Welcoming Schools Guide is a comprehensive resource that facilitates the creation of 

fully inclusive, respectful and supportive elementary school environments for all students 

and their families. Welcoming Schools is ideally implemented as a program with a clear 

starting point and the long-term goal of sustainable institutional change that occurs when 

all members of the school community — from the principal to the parents, the 

playground monitors to the school counselor, the classroom teachers to bus drivers — 

have a shared commitment to the principles and practices identified in Welcoming 

Schools, and act every day to uphold them. 

 According to the Human Rights Campaign [HRC] (2009), the creation of the 

Welcoming Schools Guide was initiated by a group of educators and parents seeking to 

meet the needs of students whose families are often not reflected in school curricula. A 

broad range of educators and parents reviewed the guide extensively during its 

development and provided other models of ―welcoming schools‖ practices that exist in 

theirs and other schools. The result of this extensive writing process yielded one of the 

few resources for elementary schools that addresses the problems of anti-gay slurs and is 

inclusive of diverse headed families. The guide is inclusive of all kinds of families and 

addresses multiple forms of bias-based bullying, especially in the lesson plans for 
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students. At the same time, the materials in the guide intended for adults have an 

intentional emphasis on including diverse headed families and children who don‘t 

conform to gender norms, as well as addressing anti-gay name-calling and bullying. Few 

resources exist to help educators address these topics in schools and this guide is a 

resource to help fill this gap. The lives of children and families can only be fully affirmed 

when the full diversity of the members of our school communities are named and 

included. Therefore, this guide includes diversity related to race, religion, family 

structure, socioeconomic status, national origin and physical ability. The Welcoming 

Schools Guide is based on research that shows links among academic achievement, 

social-emotional well-being and an inclusive school climate. The objectives of the 

Welcoming Schools Guide are to help schools: improve school climate so that all 

students and families feel safe and welcome; increase family involvement; improve 

students’ academic achievement; and teach respect and diversity that includes gender 

identity in the context of the full range of diversity in our schools (HRC, 2009). 

Schools and Children in Diverse Families 

 Mayo (2014) found that harassment and exclusion based on homophobia and 

transphobia also extends to families, including families of diverse youth or families 

whose members have a different sexual orientation (Casper & Schultz, 1999). 

Increasingly, diverse families are involved in their children’s education or interested in 

advocating for diverse youth and do not always find schools supportive of their concerns. 

Given the now 30% of the U.S. population living in states where same-sex marriage is 

legal, schools need to be more responsive to this historic time for the growth and public 

representation of families who are either, headed by a family member with a different 
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sexual orientation or who are actively involved in ensuring that schools respectfully 

educate their diverse children. Difficulties remain however, as most states still have laws 

or state constitutions outlawing same-sex marriage. As one gay male parent explains, “I 

still carry the adoption paper with me in my wallet just in case I’m ever stopped” (Wells, 

2011, p. 167), knowing full well that single men with children, especially gay men, are 

still culturally suspect. 

 The most recent U.S. Census in 2010 reported over 900,000 same-sex couples. 

Other estimates put the number of gay families between 1.4 and 14 million. There is no 

especially reliable way to get a baseline number of how many families are headed by a 

family member with a different sexual orientation, have individuals with a different 

sexual orientation, or have diverse children, but there is a clear indication that diverse 

families are there and want schools to be responsive to their concerns. Perhaps related to 

cultural norms indicating a link between “marriage” and children, same-sex couples are 

more likely to define themselves as “married” if they have children, whether or not they 

live in a state where same-sex marriage is legal (Lofquist, 2012). 

 Yessenow (2002) affirmed that when a student’s culture, or intros case family, is 

completely ignored throughout their educational years, it plays a toll on their 

psychological and psychosocial well-being. Children of gay, lesbian, bisexual, and 

transgendered parents are going through the same treatment that many other minorities in 

this country have faced. African Americans, Native Americans, and handicapped are just 

a few groups of people that were not originally accepted into mainstream education. 

 Consider the five-year-old girl who happens to have “two mommies” …This girl 

has the right to see her family reflected in her curriculum. She has the right to 
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have other children “recognize” and appreciate her family just as she has the 

obligation to appreciate theirs. The psychological harm that could come to this 

girl through systematic inclusion or exclusion should be evident. (Petrovic, 1999, 

p. 205) 

Petrovic is using terms created by Richard Friend, such as systematic inclusion and 

exclusion, to explain how schools go about dealing with the topic of homosexuality. 

Petrovic (1999) claimed Friend’s systematic exclusion is “the process whereby positive 

role models, messages, and images about gay, lesbian, and bisexual people are publicly 

silenced in schools” (Petrovic, 1999, pp. 202-203). Systematic inclusion is when the topic 

is included but with negative opinion (Petrovic, 1999). Petrovich is saying that not just 

teasing and blatant prejudice is harmful to the children of diverse parents, but even the 

ignoring of the group of families that exist out there as same-sex parents is 

psychologically detrimental to their children (Yessenow, 2002). 

Professional Development/Pre-Service Teacher Preparation 

 Kosciw, Byard, Fischer, and Joslin (2007) confirmed that one way to address 

issues of heteronormativity and overt homophobia may be to offer anti homophobia 

training during preservice teachers’ education. Minimal research has been done that has 

examined the effect of inclusion of gender identity related content in teacher education. 

Ferfolja and Robinson (2004), in their study of Australian educators of preservice 

teachers, found that most educators believed that it was important to include anti 

homophobia training preservice teacher education, particularly for those going into 

secondary education. This type of training may help to educate preservice teachers on 

issues facing diverse students and encourage them to examine their own perceptions of 
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sexuality and gender before entering the classroom. Athanes and Larrabee (2003) found 

that preservice teachers whose education classes included instruction on issues related to 

lesbian and gay (LG) students in schools had a positive reaction to the material. Many of 

the participants valued learning about lesbian and gay people, having a new opportunity 

to discuss LG issues and, as a result of the instruction, many understand the importance, 

as educators, of becoming an advocate for LG youth. Further research is needed that 

examines the impact of inclusive teacher education preservice teachers, particularly as 

they enter the teaching profession (Kosciw, Byard, Fischer, & Joslin, 2007). 

 Educational professionals, including principals, faculty, school librarians, 

coaches, counselors, and school nurses can all play an important role unmaking sure that 

our schools are safe for all students (Greytak, Kosciw, & Boesen, 2013; Jones, 2004; 

Russell, McGuire, Lee, Larravia, & Laub, 2008), especially to help prevent such suicides. 

Goodenow, Schazala, and Westheimer’s (2006) study showed positive connections 

between supportive school educators and the positive school experiences of diverse 

students. Therefore, developing strategies on how to create a safe classroom climate and 

reduce harassment of diverse youth in schools should be a necessary part of teacher 

preparation (Hsieh, 2016).   

 In her study, Warren (2014) shared that teachers in today’s schools are asked to 

teach students who are increasingly likely to be racially, culturally, ethnically, and 

linguistically different from themselves (Taylor & Sobel, 2003). Most teachers will 

require some kind of organized learning, or professional development, in order to 

improve the quality of their teaching and seek social justice within schools (Delpit, 

1991). Kose and Lim (2010) cautioned facilitators of professional development to first 
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determine individual teacher belief systems and experiences ignorer to determine 

readiness for organized learning that dress social justice. As Delpit (1991) indicated, 

knowing more about the cultures of their students will also allow teachers to make more 

informed educational decisions and reduce the likelihood of inappropriately reacting to a 

difference demonstrated in the school environment. Yet, educational leaders and 

commentators must remember that teachers can only be held accountable for ensuring 

academic success for all of their students if they have been effectively taught to do so 

(Delpit, 1991; Gay 2002). In general, successful professional development can lead to a 

collective commitment and sense of responsibility toward all students, not just the few in 

each teacher’s individual classroom (National Staff Development Council, 2009). 

 Lindsey, Diaz, Lindsey, Nuri-Robins, and Terrell (2013) explained that 

institutionalizing cultural knowledge is the fifth and final Essential Element of Cultural 

Competence as mentioned earlier in the theoretical framework of this study. They 

emphasize that a significant feature of institutionalizing cultural knowledge is advocating 

for and hosting opportunities for sharing expertise to address access opportunities for 

diverse students, faculty/staff, and families served by your schools. Being an educator 

committed to institutionalizing cultural knowledge, you intentionally seek input from 

diverse communities, with particular attention to those who do not assert their voices or 

perspectives. Your common frame is to address access and achievement concerns that 

involve their children. You assess policies and practices to ensure that equitable decisions 

consider all community members’ input, with particular focus on diverse students. 

Institutionalizing cultural knowledge occurs when a school and district holds learning 

about diverse communities within the school and its community as core values for 
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ongoing professional learning opportunities. You analyze how institutionalizing cultural 

knowledge involves school members engaging productively with diverse communities. 

Understanding the extent to which cultural knowledge is evident in educator behavior and 

in school policies and practices equips you to address educational inequities in closing 

educational access and opportunity and achievement gaps. Data are revealed in ways that 

cause members of the school community to confront and question issues of disparity of 

resources, lack of access by some students and their families, and inequity of curriculum 

and materials. Policies and procedures are then examined to publicly address and correct 

ongoing concerns about ways to improve learning for all students, with special attention 

to diverse students (Lindsey, Diaz, Lindsey, Nuri-Robins, & Terrell, 2013). In order to 

institutionalize cultural knowledge for our school and our community, Lindsey, Diaz, 

Lindsey, Nuri-Robins, and Terrell (2013) indicated that it begins with developing the 

capacity to monitor our own cultural knowledge growth and development and being 

transparent with our actions when working with diverse communities. Schools and 

communities that are successful with diverse students engage in processes of self-

reflection to assess their practices and critically reflect on their ideologies, perspectives, 

beliefs, and attitudes that lead to necessary changes in instruction. Effective schools and 

communities are well aware that a one-size-fits-all attitude is not the solution. Reflection 

and dialogue are indispensable tools in the hands of educators engaged in culturally 

proficient practices. Reflection on practice is fundamental to transforming and changing 

our perspectives, as necessary, regarding diverse students, educators/staff, and our 

communities (Campos, 2005; DeWitt, 2012). 
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 Fystorm (2010) discovered in her research that one of the most important 

components is school personnel’s awareness of diverse victimization and the skills 

needed to directly and effectively deal with incidents of diverse victimization. Many 

teachers feel they lack the skills necessary to deal with antigay violence and harassment 

(Casper et al., 1996; Price et al., 2003; Young & Mittleton, 1999). Bochenek and 

Brown’s (2001) research found that teachers are a positive resource and create a safer 

place for diverse students, and thus training is a vital intervention. Fontaine's (1998) 

research with school counselors found that fewer than 10% indicated a high level of 

competence to address LGB issues, but many would like more training (89%). This lack 

of training creates ambiguity on how to effectively handle sexual minority harassment 

and to create effective school interventions to create a more welcoming school climate. 

 In GLSEN’s (2012) Playgrounds and Prejudice: Elementary School Climate in the 

United State survey of students and teachers it was reported that more than eight in ten 

(85%) elementary school teachers say that they have, at some point in their career, 

received professional development (PD) in bullying and harassment. The same 

proportion of teachers has received PD in diversity or multicultural issues (85%). 

However, PD in issues surrounding gender, such as those regarding sexism, gender roles 

or gender stereotypes, and PD related to families with diverse parents are less common, 

with only slightly more than one third of teachers (37%) having ever received PD in 

gender issues and even fewer having received PD about families with diverse parents 

(23%). In their current positions, the majority of teachers have received PD in bullying or 

harassment (71%) and diversity or multicultural issues (58%). Two in ten teachers or less 

have received PD in their current positions on gender issues (20%) or about families with 
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diverse parents (10%). Their report also explains how teachers who work at schools with 

anti‐bullying policies are more likely than teachers at schools without such policies to 

have received professional development in their current positions on bullying, diversity, 

gender issues and families with diverse parents. Teachers at schools that have established 

comprehensive policies (which specifically mention sexual orientation and gender 

identity or gender expression) are even more likely to have received professional 

development on these issues in their current positions than teachers at schools with more 

generic policies that do not specifically mention both of these topics — diversity (77% 

vs. 57%), gender issues (42% vs. 14%) and families with diverse parents (24% vs. 7%). 

Schools that have a presence of diverse students or parents may also be more likely to 

provide their teachers with professional development. Teachers who know a student or 

parent at their school who is diverse are more likely to have had PD in their current 

position than those who do not know a diverse student or parent on all of the topics. It 

was reported that 74% of teachers who know a diverse student or teacher have had PD on 

diversity or multicultural issues, compared to 53% of those who have not. These findings 

suggest that there may be a relationship between a school’s decision to incorporate such 

policies and the diversity of its community and/or student population. It is also possible 

that teachers who know diverse people may be more likely to seek out potential 

opportunities for professional development on these topics (GLSEN, 2012). 

 According to GLSEN’s (2012) Playgrounds and Prejudice: Elementary School 

Climate in the United State survey, school location may also be related in the types of PD 

offered at elementary schools. Teachers in suburban areas are more likely than those in 

rural areas to say they have received PD in their current positions on diversity or 
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multicultural issues and on families with diverse parents. Teachers in urban areas are 

more likely than those in rural areas to have received PD on gender issues. Teachers have 

also been provided training on issues of bullying, diversity, gender and families with 

diverse parents during their pre‐service education or while they are student teachers. 

Diversity seems to be highlighted more than the other three topics during this period, 

with 25% of teachers stating that they have received PD in diversity or multicultural 

issues during their pre‐ service education or student teaching, compared to 15% for 

bullying and harassment, 13% for gender issues and 10% for families with diverse 

parents. Additionally, teaching programs may be emphasizing these topics more in recent 

years, with newer teachers (those with 5 years of experience or less) being more likely 

than teachers with more experience to have received PD in these areas during their pre‐

service education or student teaching. The report states that it is also possible that newer 

teachers have greater recall for content covered during their pre‐service training. It 

appears that professional development (PD) for teachers in gender issues and diverse 

families is beneficial in preparing teachers for addressing these issues at school. Teachers 

who have received PD in gender issues do not differ in comfort level related to 

addressing bullying based on gender expression or sexual orientation, but they are more 

likely to feel comfortable responding to student questions about lesbian, gay and bisexual 

people (57% vs. 43%) and about transgender people (50% vs. 36%). Similarly, teachers 

who have received PD about diverse families are more likely to feel comfortable 

responding to questions about diverse people, but do not exhibit different patterns 

comfort in responding to bullying based on gender expression or sexual orientation. Thus, 

it may be that PD on gender and diverse family issues increases comfort about general 
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knowledge about diverse people even if it may not include more general information 

about diverse people. Further, this type of PD may not explicitly include information or 

skill‐building about intervention regarding bullying and harassment based on gender 

expression or sexual orientation, which may explain why teachers do not differ in their 

comfort with addressing those behaviors (GLSEN, 2012). The report concludes that 

professional development appears to be beneficial in increasing teachers’ capacity, as it is 

related both to increased comfort in addressing gender identity issues and to greater 

curricular inclusion of diverse families. In particular, the findings indicate that when 

teachers have had professional development on diverse families, they are not only more 

likely to include representations of diverse families in their classes but are also more 

likely to include representations of culturally diverse families and multi‐racial families 

(GLSEN, 2012). 

 In her personal narrative, Henry (2017) explained what being a GSA sponsor has 

done for her and others. She asserts that it would help the sexual orientation progressive 

movement if we have teacher preparation programs with inclusion-integrated lessons and 

training. According to her, current sexual orientation and gender identity trainings would 

be beneficial for student teachers or those who are about to graduate. Teachers need to be 

prepared for the issues they will experience in the educational field. These issues go 

further than just content knowledge in their subject area. Working with students and 

being seen as someone who promotes a safe space is beneficial in creating bonds with 

students. Issues as bullying can be more addressed when staff is knowledgeable about 

what is happening in their school. Taking courses or training like the ones set up by 

sexual orientation and gender identity programs can help provide understanding for why 



 

 

94 

people in targeted or oppressed groups become bombarded with unfair treatment from 

society. Training on the experiences and needs of oppressed groups can help create 

educated allies to make safe spaces for those experiencing discrimination and violence. 

Teacher education programs should be providing material on how to address current 

student issues and how to interfere with bullying, such as what to do when you hear anti-

sexual orientation words being used (Henry, 2017).   

 Henry’s (2017) best advice to anyone in education field is to be open-minded and 

learn as much as you can about diversity of the students you will be teaching. We need 

teachers and school personnel that are willing to help start and sponsor programming to 

meet the needs of their students. It is important for new and beginning teachers to not 

only make sure they have age-appropriate content, but that it relates to the current needs 

and concerns of today’s students. As educators, we can never make assumptions about 

what happens to students when they leave our supervision, and we can never take the job 

as a student’s parent; but we can create a safe place for students to grow socially, 

emotionally, and academically.  

School Principals’ Role  

 Educators’ attitudes regarding gender identity issues cannot change unless 

educators are provided with training on how to address issues that impact gender identity 

issues and how they should be addressed in the educational setting. First, they must learn 

to identify and challenge their own biases. Then, educators need to know how to create 

an inclusive environment, support students who are struggling with their own sexual 

identity, and effectively address homophobic attitudes and harassment (Hanlon, 2009). 
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 Unfortunately, not all school principals, educators, and principals are trained in or 

have an appropriate understanding of issues relevant to diverse people. Although many 

deem it a crucial issue, many school principals are preoccupied with the overall welfare 

of their students, placing essential issues relating to sexual orientation and gender 

identity/expression on the bottom of the pile of needs to be addressed (GLSEN, 2008). In 

the GLSEN’s (2008) survey, The Principal’s Perspective: School safety, bullying and 

harassment: Survey of public-school principals, principals indicate that a range of types 

of support would be helpful in their efforts to create a safe environment for diverse 

students and families at their school. However, no single effort is viewed as considerably 

more helpful than others. Two-thirds of principals believe that the support of the 

superintendent or district administration (65%) and resources from professional 

organizations (65%) would be helpful in supporting their efforts in this area. Six in ten 

principals believe that the support of the school board (62%), support of families and 

community members (62%), professional development (62%) and anti-

bullying/harassment policies that explicitly protect diverse students would be helpful 

(61%). Secondary school principals are more likely than elementary school principals to 

believe that support of the district administration (70% vs. 63%), support of the school 

board (67% vs. 59%) and support of families and community members (68% vs. 59%) to 

more openly address safety issues for diverse students would be helpful for their efforts 

in this area. Principals indicate a gap between the current state of programs and policies 

that specifically address the safety of diverse students and families and the need for such 

efforts in their school. Overall, principals believe in the helpfulness of a variety of efforts 

to achieve the goal of safe and welcoming schools for diverse students and families, 
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particularly professional development for school personnel and anti- bullying/harassment 

policies that provide specific protections based on sexual orientation and gender 

identity/expression. Whereas only a small percentage of principals report that their 

schools have actually engaged in specific efforts to create safer schools for diverse 

students, most of these principals faced no barriers in doing so. Additionally, the majority 

of these principals believe that members of the school community would be supportive of 

such efforts (GLSEN, 2008). 

 As Flores (2014) indicates, principals must maintain a harassment-free 

environment for gay youth because current laws and courts have addressed the issue of 

harassment of sexual minority students. Schools, principals, and teachers are often liable 

and guilty of inaction and complacency. All children need to learn tolerance/acceptance, 

and all children, including gay youth, need a supportive and safe environment that is 

conducive to learning (Barber & Krane, 2007; Cosier & Sanders, 2007).  

Diverse-Inclusive Curriculum 

 Findings indicated that even though most schools district serve diverse headed 

families, few schools have comprehensive curricula, practices, and policies that address 

their family structure (Atlas & Bishop, 2015). According to Stainback and Stainback 

(1990), an inclusive school is a place where everyone belongs, is accepted, supported, 

and is supported by his or her peers and other members of the school community in the 

course of having his or her educational needs met. Atlas and Bishop (2015) found that the 

degree to which schools are inclusive is unclear, but based on the existing research, they 

do not appear to provide a very safe environment for families with individuals with a 

different sexual orientation. In a national study conducted by Kosciw and Diaz (2008) 
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examining the school experiences of diverse headed families, 53% of parents indicated 

feeling excluded from their school communities. Approximately one quarter of these 

parents reported hearing negative comments and experiencing mistreatment by other 

parents and students (Kosciw & Diaz, 2008). 

 Ray and Gregory (2001) affirmed that factors affecting children are social and 

educational. After safety and comfort issues, the second concern of diverse parents in one 

study was a lack of an inclusive curriculum for their children. About one third of these 

parents believed that there was an omission of gay and lesbian issues in the curricula. 

This study also highlighted that gays and lesbians were discussed so little that children of 

diverse parents often felt frustrated because of their peers had so many questions and 

found it hard to understand their family structure (Ray & Gregory, 2001). As Rubin 

(1995) indicated, learning about diversity can decrease prejudice and prepare children to 

live in a multicultural society. For this reason, many schools take the opportunity to 

include minority history lessons in the curriculum. Even though many schools provide 

multicultural education that includes race, cultural heritage, and socioeconomic level, few 

have included gender identity issues. An inclusive curriculum has been shown to enhance 

the school experiences of diverse students by decreasing homophobic remarks, lessening 

victimization, creating a greater sense of belonging in the school community, and making 

it easier for students to talk with teachers about gender identity issues (GLSEN, 2008). 

Also, like Lamme and Lamme (2002) indicated when children of Diverse parents see 

characters like themselves represented in fiction and nonfiction literature, it normalizes 

their own family and makes them feel less unusual. 
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 The 2015 National School Climate Survey (GLSEN, 2015) reported that many 

experts in multicultural education believe that a curriculum that is inclusive of diverse 

groups including culture, race, ethnicity, gender, and sexual orientation instills a belief in 

the intrinsic worth of all individuals and in the value of a diverse society. Including 

gender identity related issues in the curriculum in a positive manner may make diverse 

students feel like more valued members of the school community, and it may also 

promote more positive feelings about gender identity issues and persons among their 

peers, thereby resulting in a more positive school climate. GLSEN’s National School 

Climate Survey has repeatedly found that schools with inclusive curricula are less hostile 

toward diverse students (Kosciw, 2012). 

 Graves (2010), Kosciw (2010) and Rodriguez (2010) asserted that a wide array of 

scholars call for curricula that include positive representations of diverse people and 

related history and events, and that promote increased awareness of gender identity 

related issues and a general tone of acceptance of diverse people. Russell, Kotroski, 

McGuire, Laub, and Manke (2006) discovered that students who reported that they have 

been taught about gender identity issues at school said that their school was safer (as 

compared with the levels of safety reported by students who had not been taught about 

such topics) and had less social bullying (e.g., in the form of unkind rumors, lies, or 

ridicule) and less diverse bullying. One study shows that teacher sensitivity to gender 

identity issues in HIV education was linked to lower sexual risk-taking for gay males 

(Blake, 2001). Among the safe schools' strategies, curricular inclusion is linked not only 

to student well-being but also to school climate indicators (Russell, Kotroski, McGuire, 

Laub, & Manke, 2006; Szalacha, 2003). 
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Blackburn and Pascoe (2015) mentioned that curricular inclusion can be 

understood as advantageous because it prepares students for contemporary democratic 

society, teaches about a topic that is of interest and importance to many students, and is 

personally meaningful and potentially health promoting for diverse students, as well as 

their heterosexual peers (Lipkin, 2004). Style (1998) claimed that education needs to 

enable the students to look through window frames in order to see the realities of others 

and into mirrors in order to see his/her own reality reflected. Knowledge of both type of 

framing is basic to a balanced education which is committed to affirming the essential 

dialectic between the self and the world. Including gender identity and people in curricula 

allows people who are not diverse to see these topics and people as if through a window, 

and allows people who are diverse to see topics pertinent to, and people similar to, 

themselves, as if in a mirror (Blackburn & Pascoe, 2015). 

 Moscow, Greytak, and Diaz (2009) reported that few diverse students (16.8%) 

indicate that they are exposed to positive representations of diverse people, history, or 

events in their school curricula. This gap between what is called for and what is provided 

is a result of intense fear of divergent sexualities and genders, homophobia and 

transphobia, and the related surveillance of classrooms and curricula by people who 

position themselves as protectors of “innocent” children from anything and anyone 

beyond heteronormative parameters (Blount, 2010; Kosciw, 2010). Letts and Sears 

(1999) specifically indicate that heteronormativity is embedded in the very curriculum of 

school, reinforced by the fact that teachers themselves often operate within 

heteronormative frameworks (Bower & Klecka, 2009).  
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 As Blackburn and Pascoe (2015) affirmed, the idea is to teach and learn about 

significant events in diverse history in social studies, read literature by and about diverse 

people in language art classes, and recognize important diverse mathematicians and 

scientists in those classes. In elementary school classrooms, the idea is to talk about 

families with same-sex parents in curricular units on families, for example. This approach 

reflects positivist, essentialist, and even assimilationist paradigms. That is, undergirding 

the diverse inclusive approach are beliefs that here is a set of body of knowledge out in 

the world about people who essentially are (or are not) lesbian, gay, bisexual, straight, 

and/or transgender, and that if accessed, this knowledge would offer a solution to the 

problem of rejection of diverse people from the mainstream. Although this approach has 

limitations, it does important work in terms of acknowledging a population that 

traditionally has been ignored and attending to the material realities of this population. 

Asher (2005) mentions that in addition to the diverse inclusive approach, there is a need 

of an anti-bias approach to reduce homophobia and heterosexism by directly addressing it 

rather by just incorporating the experiences of diverse people. According to Asher 

(2005), such curricula might look much like diverse inclusive curricula, but they focus on 

the struggle of diverse people to negotiate the constraints imposed by heteronormative 

environment. On the other hand, Sears (2010) pointed out that although there is an 

extensive amount of scholarship regarding queer pedagogy, how to teach queerly on 

subjects ranging from art and history to science and biology at the K-12 level, and the 

impact of such pedagogy has been poorly documented. Scholars with a queer perspective 

believe that knowledge and identities are constructed in social, cultural, and political 

contests and are therefore always changing (Sears, 2010). 
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 McGarry (2013) emphasized that despite the benefits, most diverse students don't 

have access to diverse inclusive curriculum. Eight states, Alabama, Arizona, Louisiana, 

Mississippi, Oklahoma, South Carolina, Texas, and Utah have laws that explicitly 

prohibit the development and implementation of such curriculum. Considering both 

legally and socially imposed limitations, its not surprising that most of the more than 

8,000 students in grades 6-12 surveyed in GLSEN’s 2011 study reported never having 

been taught anything positive about diverse people, history, or events. Fewer than 20% of 

diverse students were exposed to positive representations of diverse people in their 

classes, with history/social studies classes being the most likely context for diverse 

inclusive teaching and learning. Health classes were the third most likely place for 

students to learn about diverse people, a slightly less likelier place than English classes. 

Finally, when asked about textbooks and materials, less than a fifth said textbooks or 

other assigned class readings included gender identity related information (Kosciw et al., 

2014). McGarry (2013) reiterated that while many forms of bias can be found in school 

curriculum, the most basic form is the complete or relative exclusion of individuals who 

represent certain groups, including diverse people. 

 Flores (2012) clearly mentioned that the purpose for implementing gay themes in 

the classroom,  

 First, I kept on hearing children using the word “gay” in a derogatory manner. 

Anything and everything children did not like was called “gay”. Second, I wanted 

children’s negative attitudes toward gay and lesbian people to change. Research 

suggests that implementing gay themes in the classroom may help change the 

negative attitudes one possesses (Bowen & Bourgeois, 2001). In addition, 
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research suggests that gay and lesbian people commit 33% of all suicides (Satterly 

& Dyson, 2005). Moreover, about 17% of all US hate crimes are committed 

toward gays and lesbians (Ventura, Lambert, Bryant & Pasupuleti, 2004). These 

astonishing aforementioned numbers made me realize I had to push for positive 

social change through implementing gay themes in the classrooms.” 

Research suggested that because of a child’s psychological and cognitive developmental 

characteristics, early childhood and adolescence are appropriate times to introduce 

diverse multicultural education topics (Manning, 2000). Flores (2012) mentioned that the 

reasons for gay themes to be implemented is to stop the hatred and death, which is 

prevalent. Goldstein, Collins, and Halder (2007) supported the idea that the implication is 

that a teacher negotiates his or her personal and religious beliefs with his or her 

professional role if he or she is to implement gay themes in the classroom.  

 Blackburn and Pascoe (2015) recognized that diverse inclusive curricula, anti-bias 

curricula, and queer pedagogy can also interrupt homophobic and heteronormative 

oppression and make school better places for diverse students. Moreover, comprehensive 

policies with enumerated language can contribute to creating more positive experiences 

for diverse students.  

 In his research, Flores (2014) explained how many teachers do not implement gay 

themes in their multicultural education curriculum because of fear of criticism from 

parents and principals, lack of professional training, and their own negative attitudes. 

Moreover, the most common topic that surfaces during teacher discussions are concerns 

over parental objections. Flores (2014) also indicated that Los Angeles Unified School 

District (LAUSD) has had an inclusive multicultural education policy for many years and 
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that the State of California has implemented new legislation that should help California 

teachers more feasibly implement diverse themes in the classroom. The FAIR Education 

Act (Fair, Accurate, Inclusive, and Respectful Education Act) was enacted in January 

2012 by California governor Jerry Brown. The legislation makes it mandatory for school 

districts to implement a more inclusive and nondiscriminatory curriculum that 

incorporates the achievements of diverse persons in social science courses. The law is 

intended to curb suicides and alleviate bullying by acknowledging the achievements of 

diverse citizens (Kushner, 2011). Other states have followed suit with their own 

legislation. In New York, the Dignity for All Students Act was passed in June 2010 and 

went into effect on July1, 2012. It mandates all New York public schools create board 

policies that include language regarding sexual orientation and gender expression. 

Washington followed and adopted a policy requiring schools to do the same as New 

York. More states are slowly following this lead (DeWitt, 2012). 

Summary 

 Chapter II included a review of literature regarding equity in schools, social 

justice issues, bullying in schools, and inclusivity in schools.  
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CHAPTER III 

METHODOLOGY 

Purpose 

 The purpose of this phenomenological study was to explore perceptions of 

elementary school principals in southeast Texas public schools of their role in creating an 

inclusive learning environments. What strategies and supports have school principals 

implemented, if any, in order to foster inclusiveness for diverse groups. We want to 

explore the ways elementary school principals create inclusive school environments 

where all students can be academically successful and what barriers they have faced in an 

attempt of creating inclusive school environments. 

Research Design 

 In this descriptive study, the researcher used the qualitative research methodology 

of phenomenology to explore and more clearly describe the perceptions of elementary 

school principals in southeast Texas public schools of their role in creating an inclusive 

learning environments.  In so doing, the researcher gained knowledge as these 

participants will share their feelings, describing what they perceived and sensed through 

their own self-awareness and experiences.  Approaching the study from this perspective 

allowed the researcher to explore the central underlying meaning of the experiences that 

contained both the outward appearance and inward consciousness based on memories, 

images, and meanings of these participants’ responses (Moustakas, 1994).  The research 

questions used to better understand the phenomenon were: 

1. What are the perceptions of elementary school principals regarding their role in 

creating inclusive school environments? 
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2. What are the perceptions of elementary school principals regarding strategies 

and procedures needed to create inclusive school environments? 

3. What are the perceptions of elementary school principals regarding barriers to 

creating inclusive school environments? 

4. What are the perceptions of elementary school principals regarding supports for 

creating inclusive school environments? 

The phenomenological research approaches designed by Bodgan and Biklen 

(2006) were used to analyze the data.  Bodgan and Biklen (2006) described their process 

for analyzing the data in the following statement, “Analysis involves working with data, 

organizing them, breaking them into manageable units, synthesizing, searching for 

patterns, discovering what is important and what is to be learned, and deciding what you 

will tell others” (p. 157).  According to Lichtman (1996), phenomenological research 

approaches study the actual experiences of people regarding a certain phenomenon. 

Therefore, the phenomenological researcher must be open-minded toward a changing 

reality (Lancy, 1993).  That is, he or she needs to be prepared to give explanations for 

observed phenomena.  Phenomenology instructs the researcher to allow the phenomenon 

to reveal itself in its fullness.  The elementary school principal participants selected in 

this study are diverse, and they work in southeast Texas elementary schools with varying 

backgrounds and experiences while at the same time they experience common 

phenomena. Boeree (2002) noted that the phenomena speak for themselves, meaning the 

researcher should be prepared to listen.  In this study, the researcher described the 

perceptions of elementary school principals in southeast Texas public schools of their 

role in creating inclusive learning environments as they actually appear to the 
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participants, free of the researcher’s biases and beliefs as supported by the work of Gall, 

Gall, and Borg (2006). 

Context and Setting 

The researcher chose southeast Texas districts for the following reasons: (a) the 

researcher is a current principal in a southeast Texas district, and (b) this particular school 

district is the is the seventh largest public-school system in the state of Texas with more 

than 9,000 district employees and with approximately 74,500 students. It is also one of 

the most diverse school districts in the nation. Working and learning cohesively alongside 

families who speak more than 90 languages and dialects, the schools work together with 

students, their families and the community to address each student’s unique needs and 

encompasses some of the wealthiest locales in the State of Texas.  

In addition, other southeast Texas districts were chosen that are home to twenty-

five elementary schools, seven traditional middle school campuses, four traditional high 

schools and several choice program options serving approximately 35,000 students and 

4,335 employees. Spring Branch ISD (SBISD) educates nearly 35,000 diverse students in 

one of the nation’s fastest-growing metroplexes and is a premiere place to live, work and 

raise a family. As well as other district that operates fifty-five elementary schools, 

eighteen middle schools and twelve high schools. These 85 schools are attended by 

approximately 116,100 students who live in Cypress and Houston. 

Participants 

 The participants for this study were purposefully selected from the population of 

elementary school principals in one or more districts located in southeast Texas. The data 

was gathered utilizing both surveys and open-ended interview written questions. 
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Although surveys will not include participant personal information, all surveys were 

destroyed after data was obtained and collected and the study was completed. The 

researcher kept all collected data in a locked office to ensure confidentiality. The 

researcher utilized confidential surveys via email communication. All survey participants 

had access to the question survey through an online invitation accessed through 

participants’ email. Participants did not ask for any personal information as part of the 

survey process. Printed survey responses were locked and stored in a secure file in the 

researcher’s home and were destroyed after research was been completed. Research 

survey questions and open-ended written interview questions were stored on the 

researcher’s personal computer and were deleted after research was completed. 

Instrumentation 

In reviewing the literature, the researcher identified and compared assessments 

currently being used to research the perceptions of elementary school principals of their 

role in creating an inclusive learning environments. Several instruments created by 

different agencies, foundations and/or other researchers that aligned with the purpose of 

the study were studied, analyzed and used.  

One instrument that aligned with the purpose of the study was created and used by 

The Human Rights Campaign (2009) An Introduction to Welcoming Schools: An 

Inclusive Approach to Addressing Family Diversity, Gender Stereotyping and Name-

Calling in K-5 Learning Environments.  Welcoming Schools is an innovative program for 

principals, educators, and parents/guardians who want to strengthen their schools’ 

approach to family diversity, gender stereotyping and bullying, and help prepare this and 

future generations of children to live in an increasingly diverse society and it is one of 
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few resources available to elementary schools that is inclusive of diverse families and 

individuals. In this Welcoming Schools Project, the Human Rights Campaign (2009) 

created a School Climate Assessment that has been designed for both informal and formal 

school safety assessments for K–5 educators and principals. This tool is based on the 

main categories that were measured in an evaluation of a multi-state pilot of Welcoming 

Schools. The evaluation looked at the following areas: school policies and procedures; 

school climate; attitudes of educators; comfort level of educators and teaching practices 

of educators. As an informal tool, an individual teacher may complete the survey to better 

understand his or her own practices as well as school policies that contribute to the 

school‘s diversity and safety. As a formal tool, the survey can help faculty and staff 

pinpoint any school climate challenges and clarify areas that need additional attention. 

Areas of weakness can become the basis for a school climate improvement plan. This 

assessment tool can be administered to the staff of an entire school or to any subgroup, 

such as fourth-grade teachers or a curriculum committee. It is not intended for use with 

students. To do a comprehensive school assessment, it is important to receive feedback 

from school staff, principals, students and parents/guardians.  

Another survey in The Exploration of Information about the Knowledge of LGBTQ issues 

Among Elementary School Principals survey (Barragan-Rebelledo, 2013) dissertation 

will be reviewed because it assesses and explores attitudes and knowledge of elementary 

school principals regarding gender identity related issues and to identify the requirements 

principals deem necessary to create a safe learning environment for diverse students.  

The Principal’s Perspective: School Safety, Bullying and Harassment (2008) 

survey conducted by GLSEN will be also reviewed since it includes principal’s general 
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attitudes and perspectives on bullying and harassment and safety in school, overall 

awareness of the school experiences of diverse students and families, efforts to reduce 

bullying and harassment in schools, resources available to students, and school district 

and community supports and barriers for principals in creating safer schools for all 

students (GLSEN, 2008). 

One last survey reviewed was The GLSEN Workbook: A developmental Model for 

Assessing, Describing and Improving Schools for Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual and 

Transgender People (2001). This workbook provides an instrument to objectively 

analyze a school’s current climate with regard to diverse people and the steps needed to 

move that school toward a more inclusive environment (GLSEN, 2001). 

The survey utilized by the researcher for this study was School Climate 

Assessment. The survey will consist of 46 questions divided into seven parts.  The seven 

parts are: Part I- Demographic Data, Part II- Policies and Administrative Support, Part 

III- School Sponsored Trainings and Workshops, Part IV - School Climate and Part V – 

Teaching Practices and Resources, Part VI – Personal Comfort Level, and Part VII – 

School and Community Attitudes. In addition, elementary school principal participants 

were also invited to respond to ten written open-ended interview questions to provide 

them an opportunity to expand on their survey question answers. 

Reliability and Validity 

After reviewing the The Human Rights Campaign (2009), School Climate 

Assessment; The Principal’s Perspective: School Safety, Bullying and Harassment survey 

conducted by GLSEN (2008); The Exploration of Information about the Knowledge of 

LGBTQ issues Among Elementary School Principals survey (Barragan-Rebolledo, 2013) 
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dissertation; and The Principal’s Perspective: School Safety, Bullying and Harassment 

survey (GLSEN, 2008) to create Perceptions of Elementary School Principals in 

Southeast Texas Public Schools of Their Role in Creating Inclusive Learning 

Environments Survey., the researcher developed content validity for the instrument by 

having university professors review the content for accuracy and completion.  In addition, 

the survey was reviewed by the researcher’s dissertation chair and committee members 

who served as experts in instrument design.  

The survey questions and the written open-ended interview questions met the 

criteria for validity according to Erlandson, Harris, Skipper, and Allen (1993) and Guba 

and Lincoln (1989) who explained that qualitative research must have the following: 

truth, applicability, value, consistency, and neutrality to be considered valid.  This study 

will meet all five criteria in the following ways.  The criterion of truth will be achieved 

through the use of the participants’ unaltered responses.  The oral and written responses 

from the participants will be typed into tables in a Microsoft Word document and coded 

into categories.  Applicability will be achieved in this study because the results may be 

applicable to elementary school principals. The criterion of value will be met by 

examining the descriptions and perceptions of elementary school principals in southeast 

Texas public schools of their role in creating an inclusive learning environments. The 

researcher achieved consistency in the study through ensuring that every participant was 

provided the same questions on the survey and during the written open-ended interview 

questions.  Neutrality was achieved by reducing the researcher’s bias when gathering 

participants’ responses.  A sincere effort was made to ensure that the researcher did not 

influence the participants’ responses.  The participants were made aware that the 
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researcher is a current elementary school principal in a southeast school in Texas. The 

researcher did not give the participants any positive or negative responses about his 

experiences during his work as an elementary school principal. 

Additionally, the following criterion were used to address rigor and 

trustworthiness (Erlandson et al., 1993; Guba & Lincoln, 1989) required of qualitative 

research: credibility, transferability, and confirmability (Trochim, 2002).  Credibility 

entails establishing that the results of qualitative research are credible or believable from 

the perspective of the participants in the research.  The purpose of qualitative research is 

to describe or understand the phenomena of interest from the participants’ eyes (Trochim, 

2002).  The participants are the only ones who can legitimately judge the credibility of 

the result.  Credibility was addressed in this study by asking the participants to describe 

their own experiences.  The students’ abilities to write and review their responses and add 

any additional comments increased the credibility of their responses.   

Transferability in qualitative research refers to the degree to which the results of 

the study can be generalized or transferred to other contexts or settings.  Transferability is 

primarily the responsibility of the researcher who must clearly describe the setting or 

context of his or her study (Erlandson et al., 1993; Guba & Lincoln, 1989).  In this study, 

the researcher attempted to increase transferability by including detailed descriptions of 

the participants’ demographic information, including race, gender, age, and degree status.   

Confirmability refers to the degree to which the results can be confirmed or 

corroborated by others (Trochim, 2002).  Qualitative research tends to assume that each 

researcher brings a unique perspective to the study.  There are a number of strategies for 

enhancing confirmability.  The researcher can document the procedures for checking and 
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rechecking the data throughout the study (Trochim, 2002).  Confirmability will be 

addressed in this research by examining the common emerging themes from the 

participants’ oral and written responses to the open-ended questions.  The participants’ 

verbatim responses were typed from written documents transcribed from oral responses 

then placed in tables in a Microsoft Word document, thereby ensuring that none of the 

data will be changed or altered. 

The participants’ written responses to the open-ended questions were direct 

quotes and served as a basic source of raw data in the qualitative evaluation.  These 

questions revealed the participants’ levels of emotion, their thoughts, their experiences, 

and their basic perceptions of elementary school principals in southeast Texas public 

schools of their role in creating an inclusive learning environments.              

Data Collection 

 The researcher administered a survey and then submitted open-ended written 

interview questions in order to gather data from elementary school principals in southeast 

Texas school districts. The survey consisted of 46 questions to capture participant 

responses. The open-ended written interview questions consisted of 10 questions. The 

researcher’s study information was emailed to the participants along with confidentiality 

forms and a survey utilizing Survey Monkey. Survey Monkey is s an online survey 

development cloud-based software as a service company, founded in 1999 by Ryan 

Finley. SurveyMonkey provides free, customizable surveys, as well as a suite of paid 

back-end programs that include data analysis, sample selection, bias elimination, and data 

representation tools. Following completion of the survey, participant telephone and/or 

face-to-face interview appointments will be scheduled. 
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 Elementary school principals who are current principals in southeast Texas school 

districts provided the data for this study.  Approval to conduct the study was sought and 

obtained from the elementary school principal participants through their private emails.  

The completed Human Subjects Form will be submitted to the Houston Baptist 

University Office of Research and Sponsored Programs to obtain approval to conduct the 

study.   

Ethical considerations for this study included concealing the identities of the 

participants and obtaining their permission.  The consent form was included with the 

survey so that each participant understood the expectations before responding to the 

questions.  As researcher bias is a consideration, the researcher minimized the potential 

for bias in the study by not intervening in the participants’ communication unless there is 

a question.  The participants were told that their responses will be kept for six months 

after completion of this research project, and then they will be destroyed.   

Data was collected through two means: (a) survey containing demographic 

questions and survey questions and (b) part 2 survey containing ten written open-ended 

questions allowing participants to expand on their survey's responses. The participants 

were notified by the researcher by U.S. mail, email, and/or phone to be invited to 

participate in the study.  The participants were instructed to complete all the 46 survey 

questions and return the survey to the researcher.  All participants were invited to 

participate in the part 2 survey containing 10 open-ended questions where they were 

allowed to expand on their survey responses. 
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Researcher Bias 

Researchers must be clear about their biases for stakeholders to be given the 

opportunity to decide what they think about all of the data that are presented (Heath, 

1997).  Researcher bias is a very important factor in qualitative research; therefore, the 

researcher used reflexivity to minimize the bias.  The researcher is a current elementary 

school principal in a southeast Texas elementary school.  Therefore, the researcher will 

be careful not to insert his own feelings about his personal experiences into the responses 

of the participants.  This is why it was so important to document the participants’ 

responses verbatim.  To analyze the qualitative data, the researcher reviewed the 

participants’ responses, which provided insight into their perceptions.  To appraise the 

situation, the researcher put aside personal biases and remained open-minded when 

gathering data for the study.  Only through this level of understanding can a researcher 

proceed effectively with a low level of bias and influence on the participants in a study.   

Data Analysis 

In this section, the researcher described the data analysis procedures that were 

used to analyze the survey containing demographic questions, survey questions and the 

open-ended questions allowing participants to expand in writing on their survey 

responses. Data was coded and analyzed. The researcher analyzed elementary school 

principals’ survey responses in the conglomerate to provide further confidentiality. Open-

ended questions were coded for relevant topics. Topics were grouped into categories and 

analyzed for discussion. 
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Summary 

In this chapter, the researcher presented the specific methodology for the study.  

The participants were purposefully selected and placed in categories based on their 

perceptions in their role in creating inclusive learning environments.  The instrumentation 

section of this chapter describes the survey, which included demographic information and 

survey questions.  Data collection and analysis procedures were discussed for two means 

of data collection: (a) survey containing demographic questions and survey questions and 

(b) responses obtained in individual open-ended questions from the survey and allowing 

participants to expand on the responses in writing. The findings are presented in Chapter 

IV.    
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CHAPTER IV 

FINDINGS 

Introduction 

 The purpose of this phenomenological study was to explore perceptions of 

elementary school principals in southeast Texas public schools of their role in creating an 

inclusive learning environments. What strategies and supports have school principals 

implemented, if any, in order to foster inclusiveness for diverse groups. We want to 

explore the ways elementary school principals create inclusive school environments 

where all students can be academically successful and what barriers they have faced in an 

attempt of creating inclusive school environments.  

In this chapter the researcher provides findings of this descriptive study, in which 

qualitative research methodology of phenomenology was utilized to explore and more 

clearly describe the perceptions of elementary school principals in southeast Texas public 

schools of their role in creating inclusive learning environments. In so doing, the 

researcher gained knowledge as these participants shared their feelings, describing what 

they perceived and sensed through their own self-awareness and experiences. The 

research questions used to better understand the phenomenon were: 

1. What are the perceptions of elementary school principals regarding their role in 

creating inclusive school environments? 

2. What are the perceptions of elementary school principals regarding strategies 

and procedures needed to create inclusive school environments? 

3. What are the perceptions of elementary school principals regarding barriers to 

creating inclusive school environments? 
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4. What are the perceptions of elementary school principals regarding supports for 

creating inclusive school environments? 

Descriptions of the Participants and Their Backgrounds 

Elementary school principals’ responses to survey questions 2 – 4 provided 

descriptions of the participants and their backgrounds. This information is documented in 

the text and further illustrated in Table 1.  The participants included a total of 12, three 

males and nine females.  Seven participants were 36 – 45 years of age, two participants 

were 46 –55 years of age, and three participants were 56 – 65 years of age.  Eight 

participants have been elementary school principals for one to five years. Two 

participants have been elementary school principals for six to ten years. One participant 

has been an elementary school principal for sixteen to twenty years. One participant has 

been an elementary school principal for more than twenty-one years.     

Table 1 

Demographic Descriptions 
Demographics Participants 

 

Gender 

 

   Male 3 

   Female 9 

 

Age 

 

   25-35 0 

   36-45 7 

   46-55 2 

   56-65 3 

   65-older 0 

 

Elementary School Principal Yrs. Of Experience 

 

   1-5 years 8 

   6-10 years 2 

   11-15 years 0 

   16-20 years 1 

   21 years or more 1 
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To address survey questions 5-46, elementary school principal participants 

responded to a series of questions which were first submitted to the researcher in writing. 

Survey questions were divided in seven different categories: (1) Demographic Data; (2) 

Policies and Administrative Support; (3) School-Sponsor Training and Workshops; (4) 

School Climate; (5) Teaching Practices and Resources; (6) Personal Comfort Level; and 

(7) School and Community Attitudes.   

In addition, the findings for research questions 1 – 4 were also determined by 

documenting and analyzing the written elementary school principal participants’ 

responses to ten open-ended interview questions which described their perceptions of 

their role in creating inclusive school environments for all students, specifically for 

diverse students and their families. In the Open-Ended Interview Questions for 

Elementary School Principals – Part 2, four categories were addressed: (a) Roles; (b) 

Strategies and Procedures; (c) Barriers; and (d) Supports. Open-Ended Interview 

Questions 1, 2, and 3 addressed the elementary school principal participants’ role in 

creating inclusive school environments for all students. Interview questions 4 and 5 

addressed elementary school principal participants’ strategies and procedures they have 

used when creating inclusive school environments for all students. Interview question 6 

addressed the barriers elementary school principal participants have encountered when 

creating inclusive school environments for all students. Interview questions 7, 8, 9 and 10 

addressed the support elementary school principal participants feel they need when 

creating inclusive school environments. The written responses from elementary school 

principal participants were documented and analyzed to describe their perceptions of the 

importance of their role in creating inclusive school environments for all students.  All 
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participants did not respond to all open-ended interview questions. The open-ended 

interview questions included the following: 

Open-Ended Interview Question 1:  What has been your experience working 

with elementary school students who identify as or are perceived to be different 

among their peers? 

Open-Ended Interview Question 2:  How comfortable do you feel discussing 

identified issues, included but not limited to nationality, physical ability, 

perceived gender identity, and religion with a student? parent? school staff 

member? Why? 

Open-Ended Interview Question 3:  How comfortable would a student who 

identifies as different feel at your school? Why? 

Open-Ended Interview Question 4:  Does your school provide an inclusive 

learning environment for all student, including diverse students? parent? staff? 

How? 

Open-Ended Interview Question 5:  What efforts have your school engaged in 

order to create inclusive learning environments for diverse students? 

Open-Ended Interview Question 6:  What barriers have you encountered when 

creating inclusive learning environments for diverse students? 

Open-Ended Interview Question 7:  What type of district support have you 

received when creating inclusive learning environments for diverse students? 

Open-Ended Interview Question 8:  What would be helpful for you as a 

principal in creating inclusive learning environments for diverse students? 
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Open-Ended Interview Question 9:  Which members of the school community 

would you like to receive support from in your efforts in creating inclusive 

learning environments for diverse students? 

Open-Ended Interview Question 10:  Have your school or district provided 

professional development regarding creating inclusive learning environment for 

diverse students? 

Frequencies and percentages of elementary school principal participants’ 

responses to survey questions and open-ended interview questions were analyzed to 

determine the importance of their role, strategies and procedures, barriers and supports in 

creating inclusive learning environment for all students in elementary school within the 

identified categories.  The elementary school principal participants’ responses are 

discussed in detail in the following paragraphs. 

Research Question One: Role of the Elementary School Principals 

Survey Questions Thirty-Eight to Forty-Three: Personal Comfort Level/Role of 

Elementary School Principals 

For survey questions 38, 39, 40, 41, 42 and 43, elementary school principal 

participants responded to questions related to personal comfort level. These category 

survey questions addressed how comfortable elementary school principal participants 

would feel: if a parent or care-giver ―came out to them; if they had to address students' 

stereotypic opinions of families of color; if they had to work closely with lesbian or gay 

parents or care-givers; if they had to answer a student's question about why a mother 

would decide to have her child adopted by another family; if they had to answer a 

student's questions about how someone can have two moms or two dads; and if they had 



 

 

121 

to answer a student's question about how a White parent can have a child who was not 

White.  

Survey question 38 addressed how comfortable elementary school principal 

participants would feel if a parent or care-giver ―came out to them. Participants’ 

responses to this survey question indicated that 8 out of 12 (66.67%) responded that they 

would feel very comfortable if a parent or care-giver ―came out to them. 4 out of 12 

(33.33%) participants indicated that they would feel comfortable if a parent or care-giver 

―came out to them (Table 2). 

Survey question 39 addressed how comfortable they would feel if they had to 

address students' stereotypic opinions of families of color. Participants’ responses to this 

survey question indicated that 8 out of 12 (66.67%) responded that they would feel very 

comfortable if they had to address students' stereotypic opinions of families of color. 4 

out of 12 (33.33%) participants indicated that they would feel comfortable if they had to 

address students' stereotypic opinions of families of color (Table 2).  

Survey question 40 addressed how comfortable they would feel if they had to 

work closely with lesbian or gay parents or care-givers. Participants’ responses to this 

survey question indicated that 9 out of 12 (75.00%) responded that they would feel very 

comfortable if they had to work closely with lesbian or gay parents or care-givers. 3 out 

of 12 (25.00%) participants indicated that they would feel comfortable if they had to 

work closely with lesbian or gay parents or care-givers (Table 2).  

Survey question 41 addressed how comfortable they would feel if they had to 

answer a student's question about why a mother would decide to have her child adopted 

by another family. Participants’ responses to this survey question indicated that 5 out of 
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12 (41.67%) responded that they would feel very comfortable if they had to answer a 

student's question about why a mother would decide to have her child adopted by another 

family. 6 out of 12 (50.00%) participants indicated that they would feel comfortable if 

they had to answer a student's question about why a mother would decide to have her 

child adopted by another family. One out of 12 (8.33%) participants indicated that they 

would feel uncomfortable if they had to answer a student's question about why a mother 

would decide to have her child adopted by another family (Table 2).  

Survey question 42 addressed how comfortable they would feel if they had to 

answer a student's questions about how someone can have two moms or two dads. 

Participants’ responses to this survey question indicated that 4 out of 12 (33.33%) 

responded that they would feel very comfortable if they had to answer a student's 

questions about how someone can have two moms or two dads. 6 out of 12 (50.00%) 

participants indicated that they would feel comfortable if they had to answer a student's 

questions about how someone can have two moms or two dads. Two out of 12 (16.67%) 

participants indicated that would feel uncomfortable if they had to answer a student's 

questions about how someone can have two moms or two dads (Table 2). 

Elementary school principal participants’ responses to question 43 which 

addressed how comfortable they would feel if they had to answer a student's question 

about how a White parent can have a child who was not White indicated that 5 out of 12 

(41.67%) responded that they would feel comfortable if they had to answer a student's 

question about how a White parent can have a child who was not White.  Six out of 12 

(58.33%) participants indicated that they would feel comfortable if they had to answer a 
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student's question about how a White parent can have a child who was not White (Table 

2). 

Table 2 

Personal Comfort Level/Role of the Elementary School Principals 
Survey Questions (Personal Comfort 

Level) 

Very 

comfortable 

Comfortable Frequencies of 

Participants Responses 

% 

38. If a parent or care-giver ―came 

out to me I would feel... 

 

 

X 

  

8 out of 12 

 

67 

39. If I had to address students' 

stereotypic opinions of families of 

color I would feel... 

 

 

X 

  

8 out of 12 

 

67 

40. If I had to work closely with 

lesbian or gay parents or care-givers, I 

would feel... 

 

 

X 

  

9 out of 12 

 

75 

41. If I had to answer a student's 

question about why a mother would 

decide to have her child adopted by 

another family, I would feel... 

 

  

 

 

X 

 

 

 

6 out of 12 

 

 

 

50 

42. If I had to answer a student's 

questions about how someone can 

have two moms or two dads, I would 

feel... 

 

  

 

X 

 

 

6 out of 12 

 

 

50 

43. If I had to answer a student's 

question about how a White parent 

can have a child who was not White, I 

would feel... 

  

 

X 

 

 

7 out of 12 

 

 

58 

Note: Participants-n=12 

Research Question One: Role of the Elementary School Principals 

Open-Ended Interview Questions One to Three 

To address research questions one, responses from elementary school principal 

participants to a series of open-ended interview questions were submitted to the 

researcher in writing by the participants. The written participant responses were 

documented and analyzed to describe their perceptions of the importance of their role in 

creating inclusive school environments.  All participants did not respond to all survey 

questions. In the category of Perceptions, the 5 out 12 (42.00%) elementary school 
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principal participants who answered the open-ended interview question 1 indicated that 

they have limited or no experience working with elementary school students who identify 

as or are perceived to be diverse (Table 3). Responses to open-ended interview question 1 

included the following: 

Participant 1: “Limited at an elementary level.” 

Participant 2: “Not applicable.” 

Participant 3: “None” 

Participant 4: “Limited to no experience.” 

Participant 5: “None” 

Five out 12 (42.00%) elementary school principal participants who answered the open-

ended interview question 2 indicated that they feel somewhat comfortable or not that well 

informed when discussing gender identity issues with a students, parents or school staff 

member (Table 3). Participants responses to open-ended interview question 2 included 

the following: 

Participant 1: “Comfortable with adults but causation with students based on 

parent consent.” 

Participant 2: “Not that well informed.” 

Participant 3: “Semi” 

Participant 4: “It is a sensitive issue. I feel as if I need more training to better 

address this topic.” 

Participant 5: “Somewhat uncomfortable.  Not much guidance on how to address 

this topic.” 
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Five out 12 (42.00%) elementary school principal participants who answered the open-

ended interview question 3 indicated that a student who identifies as diverse at their 

school should feel comfortable (Table 3). Participants responses to open-ended interview 

question 3 included the following: 

Participant 1: “I would expect any and every child to feel comfortable. We teach 

and model acceptance.” 

Participant 2: “Very comfortable. We embrace diversity.” 

Participant 3: “I am not sure. I would hope they would feel comfortable.” 

Participant 4: “As a school leader, my job is to ensure that every child develops 

appropriate academic skills as well as provide the social-emotional conditions                 

for students' success. These conditions must become a part of the culture of the 

organization in order to ensure that every child is able to feel welcome and 

accepted.” 

Participant 5: “Comfortable” 

Table 3 

Percentages of Responses for Categories and Themes 
Categories Themes 

 

 

 

Frequency 

of 

Participant 

Responses 

% 

Role of the Elementary School Principal 

 

1. Experience working with elementary school 

students who identify as or are perceived to be 

different. 

 

2. (Administrators) Comfortable when discussing 

identified issues with a student, parent or school 

staff member. 

 

3. (Students) Comfortable identifying as different at 

school. 

 

1. Limited to no 

experience. 

2. Somewhat 

comfortable. 

3. Comfortable. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

5 out of 12 42 
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Research Questions Two: Strategies and Procedures 

Survey Questions Nineteen to Twenty-Nine: School Climate/Strategies and 

Procedures 

For survey questions 19, 20, 21, 22, 23, 24, 25, 26, 27, 28 and 29, elementary 

school principal participants responded to questions related to school climate. These 

category survey questions addressed students use words related to gender (including 

word such as sissy and tomboy used negatively) as slurs at school; students use words 

related to race (including comments such as, “I can't play with you because...”) as slurs at 

school; students use words related to sexual orientation (including phrases such as, “that's 

so gay”) as slurs at school; students use words related to size (including words like fatso, 

phrases like, “you can't do that because”) as slurs at school; students use words related to 

academic ability (including comments regarding special education) as slurs at school; 

students physically harassing other students while using slurs or put-downs related to 

gender, race, sexual orientation, size or academic ability; how frequent they have 

interrupted these behaviors; and how frequent school staff members have intervened 

when observing these types of behaviors among students. 

Survey question 19 addressed if in the last school year, elementary school 

principal participants have heard students using words related to gender (including word 

such as sissy and tomboy used negatively) as slurs at their schools. Participants’ 

responses to this survey question indicated that 7 out of 12 (58.33%) responded that they 

have heard students using words related to gender (including word such as sissy and 

tomboy used negatively) as slurs at their schools. 5 out of 12 (41.67%) participants 
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indicated that they have not heard students using words related to gender (including word 

such as sissy and tomboy used negatively) as slurs at their schools (Table 4). 

Survey question 20 addressed if in the last school year, elementary school 

principal participants have heard students using words related to race (including 

comments such as, “I can't play with you because...”) as slurs at their schools. 

Participants’ responses to this survey question indicated that 6 out of 12 (50.00%) 

responded that they have heard students using words related to race (including comments 

such as, “I can't play with you because...”) as slurs at their schools. 6 out of 12 (50.00%) 

participants indicated that they have not heard students using words related to race 

(including comments such as, “I can't play with you because...”) as slurs at their schools 

(Table 4). 

Survey question 21 addressed if in the last school year, elementary school 

principal participants have heard students using words related sexual orientation 

(including phrases such as, “that's so gay”) as slurs at their schools. Participants’ 

responses to this survey question indicated that 10 out of 12 (83.33%) responded that 

they have heard students using words related sexual orientation (including phrases such 

as, “that's so gay”) as slurs at their schools. Two out of 12 (16.67%) participants 

indicated that they have not heard students using words related sexual orientation 

(including phrases such as, “that's so gay”) as slurs at their schools (Table 4). 

Survey question 22 addressed if in the last school year, elementary school 

principal participants have heard students using words related to size (including words 

like fatso, phrases like, “you can't do that because”) as slurs at their schools. Participants’ 

responses to this survey question indicated that 8 out of 12 (66.67%) responded that they 
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have heard students using words related to size (including words like fatso, phrases like, 

“you can't do that because”) as slurs at their schools. Four out of 12 (33.33%) participants 

indicated that they have not heard students using words related to size (including words 

like fatso, phrases like, “you can't do that because”) as slurs at their schools (Table 4).  

Survey question 23 addressed if in the last school year, elementary school 

principal participants have heard students using words related to academic ability 

(including comments regarding special education) as slurs at their school. Participants’ 

responses to this survey question indicated that 7 out of 12 (58.33%) responded that they 

have heard students using words related to academic ability (including comments 

regarding special education) as slurs at their school. Five out of 12 (41.67%) participants 

indicated that they have not heard students using words related to academic ability 

(including comments regarding special education) as slurs at their school (Table 4). 

Elementary school principal participants’ responses to question 24 which 

addressed if they have seen students physically harassing other students while using slurs 

or put-downs related to gender, race, sexual orientation, size or academic ability, 

indicated that 4 out of 12 (33.33%) responded that they have seen students physically 

harassing other students while using slurs or put-downs related to gender, race, sexual 

orientation, size or academic ability. Eight out of 12 (66.67%) participants indicated that 

they have not seen students physically harassing other students while using slurs or put-

downs related to gender, race, sexual orientation, size or academic ability (Table 4). 

Elementary school principal participants’ responses to question 25 which 

addressed if they have interrupted the types of behaviors described on questions 19, 20, 

21, 22, 23 and 24 indicated that 6 out of 6 (100%) who responded affirmative to 
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questions 19-24, responded that they have always interrupted the behaviors. Six out of 6 

(100%) participants who did not respond affirmative to questions 19-24 skipped survey 

question 25 (Table 4).  

Elementary school principal participants’ responses to question 26 which 

addressed if school staff members intervene if racial slurs are used in student interactions 

indicated that 10 out of 12 (83.33%) responded that school staff members always 

intervene if racial slurs are used in student interactions. Two out of 12 (16.67%) 

participants indicated that school staff members usually intervene if racial slurs are used 

in student interactions (Table 4). 

Elementary school principal participants’ responses to question 27 which 

addressed if school staff intervene if slurs related to special education are used in student 

interactions indicated that 11 out of 12 (91.67%) responded that school staff always 

intervene if slurs related to special education are used in student interactions. One out of 

12 (8.33%) participants indicated that school staff usually intervene if slurs related to 

special education are used in student interactions (Table 4). 

Elementary school principal participants’ responses to question 28 which 

addressed if school staff intervene if gender slurs or gender-based name-calling are used 

in student interactions indicated that 8 out of 12 (66.67%) responded that school staff 

always intervene if gender slurs or gender-based name-calling are used in student 

interactions. Four out of 12 (33.33%) participants indicated that school staff usually 

intervene if gender slurs or gender-based name-calling are used in student interactions. 

(Table 4). 
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Elementary school principal participants’ responses to question 29 which 

addressed if school staff intervene if anti-gay slurs or anti-gay name-calling is used in 

student interactions indicated that 8 out of 12 (66.67%) responded that school staff 

always intervene if anti-gay slurs or anti-gay name-calling is used in student interactions. 

Four out of 12 (33.33%) participants indicated that school staff usually intervene if anti-

gay slurs or anti-gay name-calling is used in student interactions (Table 4) 

Table 4 

School Climate/Strategies and Procedures 
Survey Questions (School Climate) Yes No Frequencies of 

Participants Responses 

% 

19. In the last school year, have you heard students use 

words related to gender (including word such as sissy 

and tomboy used negatively) as slurs at your school? 

 

 

 

X 

  

 

7 out of 12 

 

 

58 

20. In the last school year, have you heard students use 

words related to race (including comments such as, “I 

can't play with you because...”) as slurs at your school? 

 

 

 

X 

  

 

6 out of 12 

 

 

50 

21. In the last school year, have you heard students use 

words related sexual orientation (including phrases such 

as, “that's so gay”) as slurs at your school? 

 

 

 

X 

  

 

10 out of 12 

 

 

83 

22. In the last school year, have you heard students use 

words related size (including words like fatso, phrases 

like, “you can't do that because”) as slurs at your 

school? 

 

 

 

X 

  

 

8 out of 12 

 

 

67 

23. In the last school year, have you heard students use 

words related academic ability (including comments 

regarding special education) as slurs at your school? 

 

 

 

X 

  

 

7 out of 12 

 

 

58 

24. In the last school year, have you seen students 

physically harass other students while using slurs or 

put-downs related to the above? 

  

 

X 

 

 

8 out of 12 

 

 

67 

  

Always 

 

Usually 

  

25. If your answer to question #24 was "Yes", have you 

interrupted this behavior? 

 

 

X 

  

6 out of 6 

 

100 

26. School staff intervene if racial slurs are used in 

student interactions. 

 

 

X 

  

10 out of 12 

 

83 

27. School staff intervene if slurs related to special 

education are used in student interactions. 

 

 

X 

  

11 out of 12 

 

92 
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28. School staff intervene if gender slurs or gender-

based name-calling are used in student interactions. 

 

 

X 

  

8 out of 12 

 

67 

29. School staff intervene if anti-gay slurs or anti-gay 

name-calling is used in student interactions. 

 

X 

  

8 out of 12 

 

67 

Note. Participants-n=12 

Research Questions Two: Strategies and Procedures  

Survey Questions Thirty to Thirty-Seven: Teaching Practices/Resources/Strategies 

and Procedures 

Elementary school principal participants responded to teaching practices and 

resources survey questions 30, 31, 32, 33, 34, 35, 36 and 37. These survey questions 

addressed if the  school's curriculum includes multicultural perspectives; if the school 

library offers a range of multicultural books; if school library has books that show a 

diversity of families, including families with two moms or two dads, immigrant parents, 

single parents, multiracial parents; if the classrooms in our school have books that show a 

diversity of families, including families with two moms or two dads, immigrant parents, 

single parents, multiracial parents; if teachers are doing a lesson plan to enhance 

understanding of different kinds of families, educators include diverse families — 

including some with two moms or two dads; if in a lesson plan on name-calling or 

bullying, educators include gender- or LGBT-related put- downs; if educators in their 

school feel comfortable defining the words “gay” or “lesbian” to students in the 

classroom; and if educators in our school feel comfortable defining the words “gay” or 

“lesbian” to students one-on-one. (Table 5). 

Survey question 30 addressed if the school's curriculum includes multicultural 

perspectives. Participants’ responses to this survey question indicated that 10 out of 12 

(83.33%) responded that the school's curriculum includes multicultural perspectives. One 
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out of 12 (8.33%) participants indicated that the school's curriculum does not include 

multicultural perspectives. 1 out of 12 (8.33%) participants indicated not knowing if the 

school's curriculum includes multicultural perspectives (Table 5).  

Survey question 31 addressed if the school library offers a range of multicultural 

books. Participants’ responses to this survey question indicated that 11 out of 12 

(91.67%) responded that the school library offers a range of multicultural books. One out 

of 12 (8.33%) participants indicated that the school library does not offer a range of 

multicultural books (Table 5).  

Survey question 32 addressed if the school library has books that show a diversity 

of families, including families with two moms or two dads, immigrant parents, single 

parents, multiracial parents. Participants’ responses to this survey question indicated that 

5 out of 12 (41.67%) responded that the school library has books that show a diversity of 

families, including families with two moms or two dads, immigrant parents, single 

parents, multiracial parents. Five out of 12 (41.67%) participants indicated that the school 

library does not have books that show a diversity of families, including families with two 

moms or two dads, immigrant parents, single parents, multiracial parents. Two out of 12 

(16.67%) participants responded that they do not know if the school library has books 

that show a diversity of families, including families with two moms or two dads, 

immigrant parents, single parents, multiracial parents (Table 5).  

Survey question 33 addressed if the classrooms in their schools have books that 

show a diversity of families, including families with two moms or two dads, immigrant 

parents, single parents, multiracial parents. Participants’ responses to this survey question 

indicated that 3 out of 12 (25.00%) responded that the classrooms in their schools have 
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books that show a diversity of families, including families with two moms or two dads, 

immigrant parents, single parents, multiracial parents. Five out of 12 (41.67%) 

participants indicated that the classrooms in their schools do not have books that show a 

diversity of families, including families with two moms or two dads, immigrant parents, 

single parents, multiracial parents.  Four out of 12 (33.33%) participants indicated that 

they do not know if the classrooms in their schools have books that show a diversity of 

families, including families with two moms or two dads, immigrant parents, single 

parents, multiracial parents (Table 5).  

Survey question 34 addressed if teachers are doing a lesson plan to enhance 

understanding of different kinds of families, educators include diverse families — 

including some with two moms or two dads. Participants’ responses to this survey 

question indicated that 7 out of 12 (58.33%) responded that teachers are not doing a 

lesson plan to enhance understanding of different kinds of families, educators include 

diverse families — including some with two moms or two dads. Five out of 12 (41.67%) 

participants indicated that they do not know if teachers are doing a lesson plan to enhance 

understanding of different kinds of families, educators include diverse families — 

including some with two moms or two dads (Table 5).  

Survey question 35 addressed if in a lesson plan on name-calling or bullying, 

educators include gender- or LGBT-related put- downs. Participants’ responses to this 

survey question indicated that 2 out of 12 (16.67%) responded that educators include 

gender- or LGBT-related put- downs when planning lessons on name-calling or bullying. 

Six out of 12 (50.00%) participants indicated that educators do not include gender- or 

LGBT-related put- downs when planning lessons on name-calling or bullying. Four out 
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of 12 (33.33%) participants indicated that they do not know if educators include gender- 

or LGBT-related put- downs when planning lessons on name-calling or bullying (Table 

5).  

Survey question 36 addressed if educators in their school feel comfortable 

defining the words “gay” or “lesbian” to students in the classroom. Participants’ 

responses to this survey question indicated that 7 out of 12 (58.33%) responded that 

educators in their school do not feel comfortable defining the words “gay” or “lesbian” to 

students in the classroom. Five out of 12 (41.67%) participants indicated that they do not 

know if educators in their school feel comfortable defining the words “gay” or “lesbian” 

to students in the classroom (Table 5).  

Survey question 37 addressed if educators in their schools feel comfortable 

defining the words “gay” or “lesbian” to students one-on-one. Participants’ responses to 

this survey question indicated that 5 out of 12 (41.67%) responded that educators in their 

schools do not feel comfortable defining the words “gay” or “lesbian” to students one-on-

one. Seven out of 12 (58.33%) participants indicated that they do not know if educators 

in their schools feel comfortable defining the words “gay” or “lesbian” to students one-

on-one (Table 5). 

Table 5 

Teaching Practices, Resources, Strategies and Procedures 
Survey Questions (Teaching Practices and 

Resources) 

Yes No Don’t 

know 

Frequencies of 

Participants Responses 

% 

30. Our school's curriculum includes 

multicultural perspectives. 

 

X   10 out of 12 83 

31. Our school library offers a range of 

multicultural books. 

 

X   11 out of 12 92 

32. Our school library has books that show a 

diversity of families, including families with two 

X   5 out of 12 42 
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moms or two dads, immigrant parents, single 

parents, multiracial parents, etc. 

 

33. The classrooms in our school have books that 

show a diversity of families, including families 

with two moms or two dads, immigrant parents, 

single parents, multiracial parents etc. 

 

 X  5 out of 12 42 

34. If they're doing a lesson plan to enhance 

understanding of different kinds of families, 

educators include diverse families — including 

some with two moms or two dads. 

 

 X  7 out of 12 58 

35. In a lesson plan on name-calling or bullying, 

educators include gender- or LGBT-related put- 

downs. 

 

 X  6 out of 12 50 

36. Educators in our school feel comfortable 

defining the words “gay” or “lesbian” to students 

in the classroom? 

 

 X  7 out of 12 58 

37. Educators in our school feel comfortable 

defining the words “gay” or “lesbian” to students 

one-on-one? 

  X 7 out of 6 58 

Note: Participants-n=12 

 

Research Questions Two: Strategies and Procedures 

Open-Ended Interview Questions Four - Five 

To address research questions two, responses from elementary school principal 

participants to a series of open-ended interview questions were submitted to the 

researcher in writing by the participants. The written participant responses were 

documented and analyzed to describe their perceptions of the importance of their role in 

creating inclusive school environments.  All participants did not respond to all survey 

questions. In the category of Strategies and Procedures, the 3 out 5 (60.00%) elementary 

school principal participants who answered the open-ended interview question 4 

indicated that their school provide an inclusive learning environment for all student, 

including diverse students, parent and staff or that they were not sure (Table 6). 

Responses to open-ended interview question 4 included the following: 
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Participant 1: “Yes, I have diverse parents and staff, and all are included and 

accepted as human beings.” 

Participant 2: “Not sure.” 

Participant 3: “Yes, all students are given the same opportunities.” 

Participant 4: “By focusing in providing appropriate learning and social 

emotional conditions for all students, the school community would be supporting 

the construction of an inclusive learning environment.” 

Participant 5: “Yes. All students are welcome.” 

Three out of five (60.00%) elementary school principal participants who answered the 

open-ended interview question 5 indicated that their school have engaged in none or 

some type of efforts in order to create inclusive learning environments for diverse 

students (Table 6). Participants responses to open-ended interview question 5 included 

the following: 

Participant 1: “Teaching and modeling acceptance and appreciation for 

differences.” 

Participant 2: “Continuous effort” 

Participant 3: “None” 

Participant 4: “By providing and promoting an environment of respect that 

focuses in student achievement we are fostering an inclusive environment.” 

Participant 5: “None specific to diversity” 
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Table 6 

 

Percentages of Responses for Categories and Themes 
Categories Themes 

 

Frequency 

of 

Participant 

Responses 

% 

    

Strategies and Procedures 

 

4. Inclusive learning environment for 

all student, including diverse students, 

parent or staff. 

 

5. School efforts in creating inclusive 

learning environments for diverse students. 

1. All are included and 

accepted.  
2. All are accepted as 

human beings. 
3. Teaching and 

modeling 

acceptance. 
4. Appreciation for 

differences. 
5. Promoting 

environment of 

respect 
 

3 out of 5 60 

 

Research Question Three: Barriers 

Survey Questions Forty-Four to Forty-Five: School and Community 

Attitudes/Barriers  

Elementary school principal participants responded to school and community 

attitudes survey questions 44, 45, and 46. These survey questions addressed obstacles to 

addressing family diversity or name-calling inclusive of LGBT families or LGBT slurs 

with students by staff in their schools; obstacles to addressing gender roles and 

expression with students by staff in their school; and people/institutions who they think 

might support addressing family diversity, gender-stereotyping, and bullying in schools 

(Table 7). Answers to questions 44 and 45 gave elementary school principal participants 

the option to select from the following choices: fear of parental dissatisfaction, educators 

lack resources, students are too young, religious objections, inappropriate to discuss 

outside of the home, lack of time in the curriculum, educators lack training, need time for 
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basics (writing, reading and math), there are no obstacles, and other reasons. For survey 

question 46, participants have the option to answers selecting from the following choices: 

educators, administrators, parents/guardians, members of civic organizations, religious 

organizations or others. 

Survey question 44 addressed obstacles to addressing family diversity or name-

calling inclusive of LGBT families or LGBT slurs with students by staff in their schools. 

Participants’ responses to this survey question indicated that 5 out of 12 (41.67%) 

responded that they fear of parental dissatisfaction. Five out of 12 (41.67%) participants 

indicated educators lack of training.  Two out of 12 (16.67%) participants indicated other 

reasons. One participant who selected other reasons specifically wrote, “general lack of 

sensitivity and day-to-day awareness” and another participant indicated, A – 1, 2, 3, 4, 

and 5, meaning: fear of parental dissatisfaction, educators lack resources, students are too 

young, religious objections, inappropriate to discuss outside of the home (Table 7).  

Table 7 

School and Community Attitudes/Barriers  
Survey Question 

(School Community Attitudes/Barriers) 

Frequencies of Participant 

Responses 
% 

 

44. Obstacles to addressing family diversity or name-

calling inclusive of LGBT families or LGBT slurs with 

students by staff in our school are based on: (Check all 

that apply) 

 

 

Fear of parental dissatisfaction   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

5 out of 12 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

42 

Educators lack resources 5 out of 12 42 

Students are too young 0 out of 12 0 

Religious objections 0 out of 12 0 

Inappropriate to discuss outside of the home 0 out of 12 0 

Lack of time in the curriculum 0 out of 12 0 

Educators lack training 0 out of 12 0 

Need time for basics (writing, reading and math) 0 out of 12 0 

There are no obstacles 0 out of 12 0 

Other reasons 2 out of 12 17 

Note: Participants-n=12 
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Survey question 45 addressed obstacles to addressing gender roles and expression 

with students by staff in their school. Participants’ responses to this survey question 

indicated that 7 out of 12 (58.33%) responded that educators lack training. Five out of 12 

(41.67%) participants indicated that educators lack resources. Four out of 12 (33.33%) 

participants indicated fear of parental dissatisfaction. Four out of 12 (33.33%) 

participants responded that it is inappropriate to discuss out of the home. Three out of 12 

(25.00%) indicated that students are too young. Three out of 12 (25.00%) responded due 

to religious objections. Three out of 12 (25.00%) indicated lack of time in the curriculum. 

Two out of 12 (16.67%) indicated that there are no obstacles. Two out of 12 (16.67%) 

responded other reasons (Table 8). Out of the two participants who selected other reasons 

wrote, “all of the above” and the other participant wrote, “staff members may feel they 

are not allowed to do so, or that it is inappropriate to do so in a school environment” 

(Table 8).  

Table 8 

School and Community Attitudes  
Survey Question 

(School and Community Attitudes) 

Frequencies of Participant 

Responses 
% 

 
45. Obstacles to addressing gender roles and expression with 

students by staff in our school are based on: (Check all that 

apply) 
 

 

Fear of parental dissatisfaction                                     

 

 

 

 

 

 

4 out of 12 

 

 

 

 

 

 

33 

Educators lack resources 5 out of 12 42 

Students are too young 3 out of 12 25 

Religious objections 3 out of 12 25 

Inappropriate to discuss outside of the home 4 out of 12 33 

Lack of time in the curriculum 3 out of 12 25 

Educators lack training 7 out of 12 58 

Need time for basics (writing, reading and math) 0 out of 12 0 

There are no obstacles 2 out of 12 17 

Other reasons 2 out of 12 17 

Note: Participants-n=12 
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Research Question Three: Barriers 

Open-Ended Interview Question Six 

To address research questions three, responses from elementary school principal 

participants to a series of open-ended interview questions were submitted to the 

researcher in writing by the participants. The written participant responses were 

documented and analyzed to describe their perceptions of the importance of their role in 

creating inclusive school environments.  All participants did not respond to all survey 

questions. In the category of Barriers, the 2 out 5 (40.00%) elementary school principal 

participants who answered the open-ended interview question 6 indicated that they have 

not encountered barriers when creating inclusive learning environments for diverse 

students. One out of 5 (20.00%) participants indicated that the barrier he/she has 

encountered is related to parents not being on board when creating inclusive learning 

environments for diverse students. One out of 5 (20.00%) participants indicated that the 

barrier he/she has encountered is related to lack of professional development and district 

support to better understand diverse students and their academic and socio-emotional 

needs (Table 9). Responses to open-ended interview question 6 included the following: 

Participant 1: “Parents are not always on board with open discussions of diverse              

with their child.” 

Participant 2: “None” 

Participant 3: “None” 

Participant 4: “Lack of professional development and district support to better 

understand diverse students and their particular academic and socio-emotional 

needs.” 
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Participant 5: “NA” 

Table 9  

Percentages of Responses for Categories and Themes 
Categories 

 

 

 

Barriers 

6. Barriers when creating inclusive learning 

environments for diverse students 

Themes 

 

 

 

 

1. Parents. 

2. None. 

3. Lack of professional 

development training 

 

Frequency 

of 

Participant 

Responses 

 

1 out of 5 

2 out of 5 

1 out of 5 

 

  

% 
 

 

 

20 

40 

20 

 

Research Question Four: Supports 

Survey Questions Five to Thirteen: Policies and Administrative Support 

Elementary school principal participants responded to policies and administrative 

support survey questions 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12 and 13. These survey questions 

addressed the support provided by their schools or their school districts in the areas of 

core values or mission statement that includes respect for diversity and multiculturalism; 

written policy protecting students from harassment, violence and discrimination with 

regard to race/ethnicity; written policy protecting students from harassment, violence and 

discrimination with regard to religion; written policy protecting students from 

harassment, violence and discrimination with regard to actual or perceived sexual 

orientation; written policy protecting students from harassment, violence and 

discrimination with regard to physical ability; written policy protecting students from 

harassment, violence and discrimination with regard to nationality; written policy 

protecting students from harassment, violence and discrimination with regard to 

perceived gender identity; anti-bullying policy that specifically identifies bias-based 



 

 

142 

bullying; and forms that parent/guardians and students fill out are designed to reflect the 

diversity of households, including parents of the same gender.  

Elementary school principal participants’ responses to question 5 which addressed 

their respect for diversity and multiculturalism in their school or district core values or 

mission statement indicated that 9 out of 12 (75%) responded that their school or district 

core values or mission statement includes respect for diversity and multiculturalism. Two 

out of 12 (16.67%) participants indicated that their school or district core values or 

mission statement does not include respect for diversity and multiculturalism. One out 12 

(8.33%) participant indicated that he/she did not know (Table 10).  

Survey question 6 addressed if their schools have a written policy protecting 

students from harassment, violence and discrimination regarding race/ethnicity. 

Participants’ responses to this survey question indicated that 10 out of 12 (83.33%) 

responded that their schools have a written policy protecting students from harassment, 

violence and discrimination regarding race/ethnicity. Two out of 12 (16.67%) participants 

indicated that their schools do not have a written policy protecting students from 

harassment, violence and discrimination regarding race/ethnicity (Table 10). 

Survey question 7 addressed if their schools have a written policy protecting 

students from harassment, violence and discrimination regarding religion. Participants’ 

responses to this survey question indicated that 7 out of 12 (58.33%) responded that their 

schools have a written policy protecting students from harassment, violence and 

discrimination regarding religion. Four out of 12 (33.33%) participants indicated that 

their schools do not have a written policy protecting students from harassment, violence 

and discrimination regarding religion. One out of 12 (8.33%) participants indicated that 
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he/she did not know if his/her school has a written policy protecting students from 

harassment, violence and discrimination regarding religion (Table 10). 

Survey question 8 addressed if their schools have a written policy protecting 

students from harassment, violence and discrimination regarding to actual or perceived 

sexual orientation. Participants’ responses to this survey question indicated that 3 out of 

12 (25.00%) responded that their schools have a written policy protecting students from 

harassment, violence and discrimination regarding to actual or perceived sexual 

orientation. Seven out of 12 (58.33%) participants indicated that their schools do not have 

a written policy protecting students from harassment, violence and discrimination 

regarding to actual or perceived sexual orientation. Two out of 12 (16.67%) participants 

indicated that they did not know if their schools have a written policy protecting students 

from harassment, violence and discrimination regarding to actual or perceived sexual 

orientation (Table 10). 

Survey question 9 addressed if their schools have a written policy protecting 

students from harassment, violence and discrimination regarding physical abilities. 

Participants’ responses to this survey question indicated that 9 out of 12 (75.00%) 

responded that their schools have a written policy protecting students from harassment, 

violence and discrimination regarding physical abilities. Three out of 12 (25.00%) 

participants indicated that their schools do not have a written policy protecting students 

from harassment, violence and discrimination regarding physical abilities (Table 10). 

Survey question 10 addressed if their schools have a written policy protecting 

students from harassment, violence and discrimination regarding nationality. Participants’ 

responses to this survey question indicated that 7 out of 12 (58.33%) responded that their 
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schools have a written policy protecting students from harassment, violence and 

discrimination regarding nationality. Five out of 12 (41.67%) participants indicated that 

their schools do not have a written policy protecting students from harassment, violence 

and discrimination regarding nationality (Table 10). 

Survey question 11 addressed if their schools have a written policy protecting 

students from harassment, violence and discrimination regarding perceived gender 

identity. Participants’ responses to this survey question indicated that 3 out of 12 

(25.00%) responded that their schools have a written policy protecting students from 

harassment, violence and discrimination regarding perceived gender identity. Seven out 

of 12 (58.33%) participants indicated that their schools do not have a written policy 

protecting students from harassment, violence and discrimination regarding perceived 

gender identity. Two out of 12 (16.67%) participants indicated that they did not know if 

their schools have a written policy protecting students from harassment, violence and 

discrimination regarding to actual or perceived sexual orientation (Table 10). 

Survey question 12 addressed if their school districts have an anti-bullying policy 

that specifically identifies bias-based bullying. Participants’ responses to this survey 

question indicated that 9 out of 12 (75.00%) responded that their schools have an anti-

bullying policy that specifically identifies bias-based bullying. Two out of 12 (16.67%) 

participants indicated that their schools do not have an anti-bullying policy that 

specifically identifies bias-based bullying. One out of 12 (8.33%) participants indicated 

that he/she did not know if his/her school has an anti-bullying policy that specifically 

identifies bias-based bullying (Table 10). 
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Survey question 13 addressed if their school forms that parent/guardians and 

students fill out are designed to reflect the diversity of households, including parents of 

the same gender. Participants’ responses to this survey question indicated that 4 out of 12 

(33.33%) responded that their school forms that parent/guardians and students fill out are 

designed to reflect the diversity of households, including parents of the same gender. 

Seven out of 12 (58.33%) participants indicated that their school forms that 

parent/guardians and students fill out are not designed to reflect the diversity of 

households, including parents of the same gender. One out of 12 (8.33%) participants 

indicated that he/she did not know if his/her school forms that parent/guardians and 

students fill out are designed to reflect the diversity of households, including parents of 

the same gender (Table 10). 

Table 10 

Policies and Administrative Support 
Survey Questions (Policies and Administrative Support) Yes No Frequencies of 

Participants 

Responses 

% 

5. Our school has a core values or mission statement that 

includes respect for diversity and multiculturalism. 

 

 

X 

  

9 out of 12 

 

75 

6. Our school has a written policy protecting students from 

harassment, violence and discrimination with regard to 

race/ethnicity? 

 

 

X 

  

10 out of 12 

 

83 

7. Our school has a written policy protecting students from 

harassment, violence and discrimination with regard to 

religion? 

 

 

X 

  

7 out of 12 

 

58 

8. Our school has a written policy protecting students from 

harassment, violence and discrimination with regard to actual 

or perceived sexual orientation? 

 

  

 

X 

 

 

7 out of 12 

 

 

58 

9. Our school has a written policy protecting students from 

harassment, violence and discrimination with regard to 

physical ability? 

 

 

X 

  

9 out of 12 

 

75 

10. Our school has a written policy protecting students from 

harassment, violence and discrimination with regard to 

nationality? 

 

 

X 

  

7 out of 12 

 

58 



 

 

146 

11. Our school has a written policy protecting students from 

harassment, violence and discrimination with regard to 

perceived gender identity?  

 

  

X 

 

7 out of 12 

 

58 

12. Our school district has an anti-bullying policy that 

specifically identifies bias-based bullying. 

 
13. Our forms that parent/guardians and students fill out are 

designed to reflect the diversity of households, including parents 

of the same gender.  

 

X 

 

       

                   

 

 

X      

 

9 out of 12 

 

 

 

7 out of 12 

 

75 

 

 

58 

     

Note: Participants-n=12 
      

 

Research Question Four: Supports Survey Questions Fourteen to Eighteen: School-

Sponsored Training/Workshops/Supports 

Elementary school principal participants responded to school-sponsored trainings 

and workshops survey questions 14, 15, 16, 17 and 18. These survey questions addressed 

the type of school-sponsored training and workshops their schools have held within the 

last school year inclusive of gender roles and gender stereotypes; trainings on welcoming 

all types of families, including topics such as divorce, multiracial families, same-sex 

parents, grandparent-headed families, and immigrant families; trainings for staff that 

monitor lunch and recess on bullying and name-calling that address bias-based 

harassment, including harassment related to a person's real or perceived race, sexual 

orientation, learning status, size and language of origin; workshops for parents/guardians 

on family diversity; and workshops for families on name-calling and bullying (Table 11). 

Elementary school principal participants’ responses to question 14 which 

addressed the type of school-sponsored training and workshops their schools have held 

within the last school year inclusive of gender roles and gender stereotypes indicated that 

1 out of 12 (8.33%) responded that he/she has held trainings and workshops inclusive of 

gender roles and gender stereotypes. Ten out of 12 (83.33%) participants indicated that 
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they have not held trainings or workshops inclusive of gender roles and gender 

stereotypes. One out of 12 (8.33%) participants indicated he/she did not know if his/her 

school has held trainings or workshops inclusive of gender roles and gender stereotypes 

(Table 11). 

Elementary school principal participants’ responses to question 15 which 

addressed trainings on welcoming all types of families, including topics such as divorce, 

multiracial families, same-sex parents, grandparent-headed families, and immigrant 

families indicated that 1 out of 12 (8.33%) responded that he/she has held trainings on 

welcoming all types of families, including topics such as divorce, multiracial families, 

same-sex parents, grandparent-headed families, and immigrant families. Elven out of 12 

(91.67%) participants indicated that they have not held trainings on welcoming all types 

of families, including topics such as divorce, multiracial families, same-sex parents, 

grandparent-headed families, and immigrant families (Table 11). 

Survey question 16 addressed if their schools have held trainings for staff that 

monitor lunch and recess on bullying and name-calling that address bias-based 

harassment, including harassment related to a person's real or perceived race, sexual 

orientation, learning status, size and language of origin. Participants’ responses to this 

survey question indicated that 8 out of 12 (66.67%) responded that their schools have 

held trainings for staff that monitor lunch and recess on bullying and name-calling that 

address bias-based harassment, including harassment related to a person's real or 

perceived race, sexual orientation, learning status, size and language of origin. Four out 

of 12 (33.33%) participants indicated that their schools have not held trainings for staff 

that monitor lunch and recess on bullying and name-calling that address bias-based 
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harassment, including harassment related to a person's real or perceived race, sexual 

orientation, learning status, size and language of origin (Table 11). 

Survey question 17 addressed if their schools have held trainings or workshops 

for parents/guardians on family diversity. Participants’ responses to this survey question 

indicated that 1 out of 12 (66.67%) responded that his/her school has held trainings or 

workshops for parents/guardians on family diversity. Eleven out of 12 (91.67%) 

participants indicated that their schools have not held trainings or workshops for 

parents/guardians on family diversity. (Table 11). 

Survey question 18 addressed if their schools have held trainings or workshops 

for families on name-calling and bullying. Participants’ responses to this survey question 

indicated that 7 out of 12 (58.33%) responded that their schools have held trainings or 

workshops for families on name-calling and bullying. Five out of 12 (41.67%) 

participants indicated that their schools have not held trainings or workshops for families 

on name-calling and bullying. (Table 11). 

Table 11 

School-Sponsored Trainings, Workshops and Supports 
Survey Questions (School-Sponsored Trainings 

and Workshops) 

 

Yes No Frequencies of Participants 

Responses 

% 

14. In the last school year, our school has held 

workshops for educators inclusive of gender roles 

and gender stereotypes. 

 

  

 

X 

 

 

10 out of 12 

 

 

83 

15. In the last school year, our school has held 

trainings on welcoming all types of families, 

including topics such as divorce, multiracial 

families, same-sex parents, grandparent-headed 

families, and immigrant families. 

 

  

 

 

X 

 

 

 

11 out of 12 

 

 

 

92 

16. In the last school year, our school has held 

trainings for staff that monitor lunch and recess on 

bullying and name-calling that address bias-based 

harassment, including harassment related to a 

person's real or perceived race, sexual orientation, 

learning status, size and language of origin. 

 

 

 

 

 

X 

  

 

 

 

 

8 out of 12 

 

 

 

 

 

67 
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17. In the past two years, our school has held 

workshops for parents/guardians on family 

diversity. 

 

  

X 

 

11 out of 12 

 

92 

18. In the past two years, our school has held 

workshops for families on name-calling and 

bullying. 

 

X 

  

7 out of 12 

 

58 

Note: Participants-n=12 

Research Question Four: Supports 

Survey Question Forty-Six: School and Community Attitudes/Supports 

Survey question 46 addressed people/institutions who they think might support 

addressing family diversity, gender-stereotyping, and bullying in schools. For survey 

question 46, participants have the option to answers selecting from the following choices: 

educators, administrators, parents/guardians, members of civic organizations, religious 

organizations or others. Participants’ responses to this survey question indicated that 9 

out of 12 (75.00%) responded that administrators might support addressing family 

diversity, gender-stereotyping, and bullying in schools. Eight out of 12 (66.67%) 

participants indicated that educators might support addressing family diversity, gender-

stereotyping, and bullying in schools. Five out of 12 (41.67) participants indicated that 

members of civic organizations might support addressing family diversity, gender-

stereotyping, and bullying in schools. Five out of 12 (41.67) participants indicated that 

parents/guardians might support addressing family diversity, gender-stereotyping, and 

bullying in schools. Three out of 12 (25.00%) participants responded that religious 

organizations might support addressing family diversity, gender-stereotyping, and 

bullying in schools. Two out of 12 (16.67%) responded other reasons (Table 12). Out of 

the two participants who selected other reasons wrote, “Counselors. And all of the above. 
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Certain religious groups.” The other participant wrote, “Counselors, Social workers, 

social justice-oriented leaders” (Table 12).  

Table 12 

School and Community Attitudes and Supports  
46. People/institutions that might support addressing 

family diversity, gender-stereotyping, and bullying 

include: 

Frequencies of Participant 

Responses 
% 

Educators 8 out of 12 67 

Administrators 9 out of 12 75 

Parents/Guardians 5 out of 12 42 

Members of civic organizations 5 out of 12 42 

Religious organizations 3 out of 12 25 

Others 2 out of 12 17 

Note: Participants-n=12 

Research Question Four: Supports 

Open-Ended Interview Questions Seven - Ten 

To address research questions one, responses from elementary school principal 

participants to a series of open-ended interview questions were submitted to the 

researcher in writing by the participants. The written participant responses were 

documented and analyzed to describe their perceptions of the importance of their role in 

creating inclusive school environments.  All participants did not respond to all survey 

questions. In the category of Supports, the 3 out 5 (60.00%) elementary school principal 

participants who answered the open-ended interview question 7 indicated that they have 

not received any type of district support when creating inclusive learning environments 

for diverse students. One out of 12 (20.00%) elementary school principal participants 

indicated that they have received district trainings. One out of 5 (20.00%) elementary 

school principal participants indicated that they have received strong support from the 

district (Table 13). 

Responses to open-ended interview question 7 included the following: 
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Participant 1: “District trainings and modeling acceptance. Discrimination is not 

acceptable in our district.” 

Participant 2: “Strong support.” 

Participant 3: “None” 

Participant 4: “None” 

Participant 5: “None” 

Four out 5 (80.00%) elementary school principal participants who answered the open-

ended interview question 8 indicated that what would be helpful for them as a principal in 

creating inclusive learning environments for diverse students would be trainings for all 

staff and learning what their needs are and more professional development directly 

related to diverse students’ needs.  One out of 5 (20.00%) elementary school principal 

participants indicated that willing parents would be helpful for them in their role of 

creating inclusive learning environment for diverse students (Table 13). Participants 

responses to open-ended interview question 8 included the following: 

Participant 1: “Willing parents.” 

Participant 2: “Trainings for all staff.” 

Participant 3: “Learning what their needs are.” 

Participant 4: “More professional development directly related to diverse 

students' needs.” 

Participant 5: “Training for teachers.” 

Two out of 5 (40.00%) elementary school principal participants who answered the open-

ended interview question 9 indicated that they were not sure which members of the 

school community they would you like to receive support from in their efforts in creating 
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inclusive learning environments for diverse students. One out of 5 (20.00%) indicated 

that they would like to receive support from the counseling staff in their efforts in 

creating inclusive learning environments for diverse students. Two out of 5 (40.00%) 

elementary school principal participants indicated that they would like to receive support 

from all staff members of the school community in their efforts in creating inclusive 

learning environments for diverse students (Table 13). Participants responses to open-

ended interview question 9 included the following: 

Participant 1: “Unknown” 

Participant 2: “Counseling staff.” 

Participant 3: “I am not sure who should be responsible for that.” 

Participant 4: “All members. Including non-instructional staff.” 

Participant 5: “All staff” 

Four out of 12 (80.00%) elementary school principal participants who answered the 

open-ended interview question 10 indicated that their school or district have not provided 

professional development regarding creating inclusive learning environment for diverse 

students. One out of 5 (20.00%) indicated that their school or district have provided 

professional development regarding creating inclusive learning environment for diverse 

students. Participants responses to open-ended interview question 10 included the 

following: 

Participant 1: “Yes, the district provides training.” 

Participant 2: “No” 

Participant 3: “No” 

Participant 4: “No PD has been provided.” 
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Participant 5: “None I know of.” 

 

Table 13 

Percentages of Responses for Categories and Themes 

Categories Themes Frequency  
of Participant  

Responses  

% 

 
District Support 

 

7. What type of district support                  1. District trainings.                  1 out of 5                                 20             

have you received when                             2. Modeling acceptance.                                            
creating inclusive learning                         3. No support.                           3 out of 5                                  60 
environments for diverse                            4. Strong support                      1 out of 5                                  20 

students?    
 
8. What would be helpful for                     1. Willing parents.                    1 out of 5                                  20 

you as a principal in creating                     2. Learning diverse needs         4 out of 5                                  80 

inclusive learning environments                3. Professional development 
for diverse students?                             
 
Community Support 
 

9. Which members of the school               1. Counseling support.               1 out of 5                                 20 

community would you like to                    2. All staff support                     2 out of 5                                 40 
receive support from in your                     3. Unknown                                2 out of 5                                 40 
efforts in creating inclusive 
learning environments for 
diverse students? 
 
School/District Professional Development 

 

10.Have your school or district                 1. No training                               4 out of 5                              80 
provided professional                                 2. Training                                 1 out of 5                               20 

development regarding creating  

inclusive learning environment 

for diverse students? 

________________________________________________________________________ 

Summary 

Chapter IV provided an overview of the findings of the study based on the 

elementary school principal participants’ responses to survey questions and open-ended 

questions. The overall findings based on the responses by elementary school principal 

participants to survey questions and open-ended questions indicated that 5 themes 
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embedded in four categories emerged. The categories were identified as follows: a) Role; 

b) Strategies and Procedures; c) Barriers; and d) Support. The themes for Role included 

limited experience working with diverse population and limited comfortableness. The 

Strategies and Procedures category themes included teaching and modeling acceptance, 

appreciation for differences, workshops for parents/guardians on family diversity, 

trainings on welcoming all types of families, including topics such as divorce, multiracial 

families, same-sex parents, grandparent-headed families, and immigrant families and 

continuous efforts to accept everyone. The themes for the category of Barriers included 

lack of trainings, lack of resources and parental dissatisfaction and inappropriateness to 

discuss outside the home. The Support category included themes of district trainings, 

modeling acceptance, willing parents, learning the needs of diverse population, 

workshops for educators inclusive of gender roles and gender stereotypes and written 

policy protecting students from harassment, violence and discrimination about actual or 

perceived sexual orientation or gender identity. 

In Chapter V, the researcher provided discussion, implications, recommendations, 

and conclusions for the findings of this study.  This includes but is not limited to 

discussion of the relationship between the participants’ responses to the essence of how 

current and former elementary school principal participants in southeast Texas perceived 

their role in creating inclusive learning environments for diverse students.  The researcher 

also explored the perceptions of current and former elementary school principal 

participants regarding other potential factors they believe, if appropriately addressed, 

would increase their role in creating inclusive learning environments for diverse students 

and the review of literature. 
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CHAPTER V 

DISCUSSION, IMPLICATIONS, RECOMMENDATIONS, AND CONCLUSIONS 

Discussion 

The purpose of this study was to explore the perceptions of elementary school 

principals in southeast Texas public schools regarding their role in creating inclusive 

learning environments, specifically strategies and supports school principals have 

implemented, if any, in order to foster inclusiveness for diverse groups. In this descriptive 

study, the researcher used a phenomenological qualitative research methodology.  The 

researcher gained knowledge as the participants shared their feelings and described their 

perceptions from their own experiences.  A total of 12 elementary school principal 

participants addressed most questions on the survey and returned it to the researcher.  

Five of the twelve participants also answered ten additional open-ended interviewed 

questions. The findings of this study addressed four research questions: 

1. What are the perceptions of elementary school principals regarding their role in 

creating inclusive school environments? 

2. What are the perceptions of elementary school principals regarding strategies 

and procedures needed to create inclusive school environments? 

3. What are the perceptions of elementary school principals regarding barriers to 

creating inclusive school environments? 

4. What are the perceptions of elementary school principals regarding supports for 

creating inclusive school environments? 

The participants for this study were purposefully selected from the populations of 

current elementary school principals from southeast Texas.  The participants’ contact 
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information was obtained directly from each individual.  A total of 15 current elementary 

school principals were selected.  The criteria for selection included current and retired 

elementary school principals. Additional identifiers included gender, race, age, and year 

of experience as principals.  Once identified, the participants were notified by the 

researcher via email, or face-to-face to be invited to participate in the study.  The survey 

was sent to all 15 participants by email.  The participants were instructed to complete all 

46 multiple-choice survey questions and return them to the researcher.  All the 

participants were invited to expand on their survey multiple-choice responses by 

answering 10 additional open-ended questions.  The 10 open-ended questions were sent 

to the participants in a separate email. 

All selected participants did not respond to all survey questions and all 

participants did not return the survey to the researcher.  Of the 15 surveys sent to the 

current elementary school principal participants, 12 were returned. Therefore, the 

researcher analyzed the data from the elementary school principal participants that 

addressed the most questions on the surveys.  Of the 15 elementary school principal 

participants, only 5 completed and returned the 10 open-ended interview questions. This 

purposeful selection of participants yielded a total of 11 current elementary school 

principal participants, 1 recently retired elementary school principal participant, three 

males and nine females. The written participant responses were documented and analyzed 

to describe their perceptions of their role in creating inclusive learning environment.  

Themes and patterns evolved from responses to survey questions as well as the follow-up 

open-ended interview discussion to help the researcher understand the perceptions of the 

participants.   
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The survey utilized by the researcher for this study was the School Climate 

Assessment developed by Welcoming Schools. This School Climate Assessment has been 

designed for both informal and formal school safety assessments for K–5 educators and 

administrators. The School Climate Assessment tool is based on the main categories that 

were measured in an evaluation of a multi-state pilot of Welcoming Schools. The 

evaluation looked at the following areas: school policies and procedures, school climate, 

attitudes of educators, comfort level of educators, and teaching practices of educators. As 

an informal tool, an individual teacher may complete the survey to better understand his 

or her own practices as well as school policies that contribute to the school’s diversity 

and safety. As a formal tool, the survey can help faculty and staff pinpoint any school 

climate challenges and clarify areas that need additional attention. Areas of weakness can 

become the basis for a school climate improvement plan. This assessment tool can be 

administered to the staff of an entire school or to any subgroup, such as fourth- grade 

teachers or a curriculum committee. It is not intended for use with students. To do a 

comprehensive school assessment, it is important to receive feedback from school staff, 

administrators, students and parents/guardians (Welcoming Schools, 2009). 

The theoretical framework used for this study relied on The Conceptual Framework 

for Culturally Proficient Practices which describes elements of culturally proficient 

schools and organizations that are relevant in order to create healthy policies and 

practices for inclusive learning environments (Lindsey, Roberts, & CampbellJones, 

2013). How educators respond to students from culturally diverse populations influences 

what students learn and how they learn it. Teachers should be well prepared to instruct 

students in various content areas, and they must be sensitive to the ways in which a 
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student’s culture impacts what and how he or she learns (Lindsey, Roberts, & 

CampbellJones, 2013). The Conceptual Framework for Culturally Proficient Practices 

includes: The Five Essential Elements of Cultural Competence and The Cultural 

Proficiency Continuum. The Five Essential Elements of Cultural Competence serve as 

standards for personal, professional values and behaviors, as well as organizational 

policies and practices.  

The Five Essential Elements of Cultural Competence 

1. Assessing Cultural Knowledge - Identify the differences among the people in 

your environment. A school leader promotes the success of all students by 

facilitating an examination of one’s own culture, and the effect it may have on 

others in the school, and learning about the cultures that compose the community 

in which the school resides (Lindsey, Roberts, & CampbellJones, 2013). 

2. Valuing Diversity - Embrace the differences as contributing to the value of the 

environment. A school leader welcomes diversity into the school by developing a 

community of learning within the school and with parents and other interested 

members of the school community (Lindsey, Roberts, & CampbellJones, 2013). 

3. Managing the Dynamics of Difference - Reframe the differences so that 

diversity is not perceived as a problem to be solved. A school leader recognizes 

that conflict is a natural and normal part of life and learns to manage conflict to 

the best interest of all involved. She recognizes conflict as constrained energy 

needing proper release into the system (Lindsey, Roberts, & CampbellJones, 

2013). 



 

 

160 

4. Adapting to Diversity - Teach and learn about differences and how to respond 

to them effectively. A school leader promotes continuous learning with his 

school and community colleagues to mitigate issues arising from differences in 

experiences and perspectives (Lindsey, Roberts, & CampbellJones, 2013). 

5. Institutionalizing Cultural Knowledge - Change the systems to ensure healthy 

and effective responses to diversity. A school leader provides opportunities for 

school and community colleagues to use information about the school and 

community cultures in ways that honor and challenge continuous learning 

(Lindsey, Roberts, & CampbellJones, 2013). 

The Cultural Proficiency Continuum portrays people and organizations who 

possess the knowledge, skills, and moral bearing to distinguish among healthy and 

unhealthy practices as represented by different world views. The Cultural Proficiency 

Continuum will provide an insight into what elements are necessary in creating inclusive 

school environments (Lindsey, Roberts, & CampbellJones, 2013).  

Research Question One 

 

The first research question focused on the perceptions of elementary school 

principals regarding their role in creating inclusive school environments. Lindsey, 

Roberts, and CampbellJones (2013) suggested that an educational leader who values 

diversity uses the current situation to provide others with the information and skills that 

inform one another of our respective histories, languages, lifestyles, and worldview. To 

adapt to diversity is first to recognize that everyone changes, and that change is ongoing. 

The culturally proficient leader uses his knowledge about the new members of the 

community in combination with his skills in managing the dynamics of difference, to 
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educate his staff members. It is his responsibility to impart the new knowledge and skills 

in such a way that the faculty will learn the respective histories, languages, and 

worldview of the changing community. 

Categories and Themes for Elementary School Principals Perceptions in Their Role 

Creating Inclusive Learning Environments 

Based on elementary school principal participants’ responses themes were derived 

in two categories for their perception in their role creating inclusive learning 

environments, experience with diverse students and comfortableness with gender identity 

issues. 

Experience working with diverse students. According to the research, when it 

comes to elementary school principals experience working with diverse students most of 

the participants feel they have limited to no experience working with diverse students, 

especially at elementary school level. Educators’ attitudes regarding gender identity 

issues cannot change unless educators are provided with training on how to address 

issues that impact gender identity issues and how they should be addressed in the 

educational setting. First, they must learn to identify and challenge their own biases. 

Then, educators need to know how to create an inclusive environment, support students 

who are struggling with their own sexual identity, and effectively address homophobic 

attitudes and harassment (Hanlon, 2009).  

Comfortableness with gender identity issues. Elementary school principal 

participants’ responses to the survey question that addressed how comfortable they feel 

when discussing gender identity issues with a student, parent or school staff member and 

how comfortable they think students feel identifying as diverse students at their school. 
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Most of the elementary school principal participants indicated that they feel somewhat 

comfortable but not that well informed when discussing gender identity issues with a 

students, parents or school staff member. On the other hand, they hope students feel 

comfortable identifying as diverse students at their school even though they do not feel 

totally comfortable having gender identity issues discussions with them, their parents or a 

staff member. The answers to these questions were somewhat contradictory; however, it 

revealed the good intention elementary school principals have when it comes to 

supporting students the best they can. Unfortunately, not all school principals, educators, 

and principals are trained in or have an appropriate understanding of issues relevant to 

diverse people. Although many deem it a crucial issue, many school principals are 

preoccupied with the overall welfare of their students, placing essential issues relating to 

sexual orientation and gender identity/expression on the bottom of the pile of needs to be 

addressed (GLSEN, 2008).  

Research Question Two 

The second research question focused on the perceptions of elementary school 

principals regarding strategies and procedures needed to create inclusive school 

environments. Doellman (2017) recognized that given the importance of school climate 

on diverse students’ academic outcome, and psychological well-being, it is vital to create 

a supportive school atmosphere. Hatzenbuehler et al. (2014) provided suggestions to 

create a more supportive school climate by having Gay, Straight, Alliance Club (GSA) 

and safe spaces for diverse youth, including curriculum related health matters for diverse 

people, prohibiting harassment based on sexual orientation and gender identity, 

encouraging professional development for teachers to learn to create safe and supportive 
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climates within the schools, and facilitating access to off-school property providers for 

health and special services directly related to gender identity issues. Creating a supportive 

climate is important because there is a correlation between positive school climate and a 

reduced risk of suicidal thoughts. The results of this study indicate that youths with a 

greater school connectedness and who reside in districts with more proactive school 

climates were significantly less likely to report suicidal thoughts and fewer suicide 

attempts (Hatzenbuehler et al., 2014). 

Categories and Themes for Elementary School Principals Perceptions Regarding 

Strategies and Procedures Needed to Create Inclusive School Environments 

Based on elementary school principal participants’ responses themes were derived 

in four categories for their perception regarding strategies and procedures needed in their 

role creating inclusive learning environments, Teaching and Modeling Acceptance; 

Inclusion; Appreciation for Differences; and Environments of Respect. 

Teaching and modeling acceptance. According to the research teaching and 

modeling acceptance for all students is a key component in order to create inclusive 

school environments. Graves (2010), Kosciw (2010) and Rodriguez (2010) asserted that a 

wide array of scholars call for curricula that include positive representations of diverse 

people and related history and events, and that promote increased awareness of gender 

identity related issues and a general tone of acceptance of diverse people. Russell, 

Kotroski, McGuire, Laub, and Manke (2006) discovered that students who reported that 

they have been taught about gender identity issues at school said that their school was 

safer (as compared with the levels of safety reported by students who had not been taught 

about such topics) and had less social bullying (eg. in the form of unkind rumors, lies, or 
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ridicule) and less diverse bullying. One study shows that teacher sensitivity to gender 

identity issues in HIV education was linked to lower sexual risk-taking for gay males 

(Blake, 2001). Among the safe schools' strategies, curricular inclusion is linked not only 

to student well-being but also to school climate indicators (Russell, Kotroski, McGuire, 

Laub, & Manke, 2006; Szalacha, 2003). 

Inclusion. Another theme important for the elementary school principal 

participants was inclusion as a crucial factor contributing to create inclusive school 

environments for all students. Lindsey, Diaz, Lindsey, Nuri-Robins, and Terrell (2013) 

affirmed that sexual orientation and gender identity as demographic groups possess 

cultural norms and behaviors as do racial, ethnic, or faith groups with which they 

intersect. As educators we view these norms and behaviors not as deficits but as cultural 

assets learners bring to the school community. This shift in thinking to an “assets” 

perspective is evident with emerging inclusive norms. Related to inclusive curricular 

resources GLSEN (2015) discovered that when it comes to availability, only 22.4% of 

diverse students were taught positive representations about diverse people, history, or 

events in their schools; 17.9% had been taught negative content about gender identity; 

less than half (42.4%) of students reported that they could find information about gender 

identity related issues in their school library. About half of students (49.1%) with Internet 

access at school reported being able to access diversity-related information online via 

school computers. GLSEN (2015) also suggested that there is an urgent need for action to 

create safe and affirming learning environments for diverse students. Results from the 

2015 National School Climate Survey demonstrate the ways in which school-based 

supports — such as supportive staff, anti-bullying/harassment policies, curricular 



 

 

165 

resources inclusive of diverse people, and GSAs — can positively affect diverse students’ 

school experiences. After conducting their survey and discussing findings, GLSEN 

(2015) made the following recommendations: increasing student access to appropriate 

and accurate information regarding diverse people, history, and events through inclusive 

curricula and library and Internet resources; supporting student clubs, such as GSAs, that 

provide support for diverse students and address gender identity issues in education; 

providing professional development for school staff to improve rates of intervention and 

increase the number of supportive teachers and other staff available to students; ensuring 

that school policies and practices, such as those related to dress codes and school dances, 

do not discriminate against diverse students; and adopting and implementing 

comprehensive bullying/harassment policies that specifically enumerate sexual 

orientation, gender identity, and gender expression in individual schools and districts, 

with clear and effective systems for reporting and addressing incidents that students 

experience (GLSEN, 2015). 

Appreciation for differences. Elementary school principal participants consider 

the theme of appreciation for differences important and beneficial in their role creating 

inclusive environments. Brayboy et al. (2007) suggested that despite the variety of 

reasons proposed as possible explanations for the persistent inequality in education, 

ranging from lack of parental support to individual student differences, the true culprits 

are the systemic, structural roadblocks that impede progress toward equality. Differences 

in individual characteristics simply cannot account for the pervasiveness of disparities in 

academic achievement among racial groups (Brayboy et al., 2007). Moreover, blaming 

students for individual differences or focusing too narrowly on any of the other reasons 
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distracts educational leaders and teachers from effecting necessary change (Brown et al., 

2011; Cambron-McCabe & McMarthy, 2005; McKenzie & Scheurich, 2008). A school 

leader welcomes diversity into the school by developing a community of learning within 

the school and with parents and other interested members of the school community. The 

school leader states that tolerance is an initial step on the way to valuing diversity and 

stresses embracing diversity as the end goal; celebrates  and encourages the presence of a 

variety of people in all activities in order to maximize perspective and experiences; 

recognizes differences as diversity rather than as inappropriate responses to the school 

community; and accepts that each culture finds some values and behaviors more 

important than others do (Lindsey, Roberts & CampbellJones, 2013). 

Environments of respect. Another theme that emerged among elementary school 

principal participants’ responses was the creation of environments of respect in 

elementary schools. According to Meyer (2009), the distinctions between identity, 

orientation, and behavior are important to make, since most controversies surrounding 

school efforts to be more supportive of sexual diversity result from opponents’ 

mistakenly believing that explicit details on sexual behavior will be taught and discussed. 

This is generally not true. With the exception of some officially approved sexuality 

education programs, most initiatives on sexual diversity specifically address issues 

related to identity and orientation - not sexual behavior. Topics such as respect, physical 

and emotional safety, friendships, family dynamics, and the harmful impact of inaccurate 

myths, stereotypes, and discriminatory attitudes and behaviors are the main focus (Meyer, 

2009). Research has consistently shown that sexual minority youth report high rates of 

peer victimization and bullying in comparison to their straight-identified peers (Robinson 
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& Espelage, 2011). The most substantial research on sexual climate is the Gay, Lesbian, 

Straight Educational Network (GLSEN) reports. GLSEN was founded in 1990 by a 

small, but dedicated group of teachers in Massachusetts who came together to improve an 

education system that too frequently allows its diverse students to be bullied, 

discriminated against, or fall through the cracks. Over 25 years later, that small group has 

grown into the leading national education organization focused on ensuring safe and 

affirming schools for diverse students. According to GLSEN (2013), we face a pervasive 

problem with a set of new challenges. 8 out of 10 diverse students are still harassed at 

school each year because of who they are. It is GLSEN’s main goal for, every student, in 

every school, to be valued and treated with respect, regardless of their sexual orientation, 

gender identity or gender expression. They believe that all students deserve a safe and 

affirming school environment where they can learn and grow. They accomplish their 

goals by working in hallways across the country -- from Congress and the Department of 

Education to schools and district offices in our community -- to improve school climate 

and champion gender identity issues in K-12 education.  

Research Question Three 

 

The third research question focused on the perceptions of elementary school 

principals regarding barriers in their role creating inclusive school environments. 

According to Lindsey, Diaz, Lindsey, Nuri-Robins, and Terrell (2013), systemic barriers 

in our society and in our schools make achieving equitable treatment and outcomes for 

diverse communities an ongoing challenge. The most prevalent barriers over which we 

have direct influence are allowing sexual orientation and gender identity to be 

unmentionable topics in too many of our schools and, thereby, perpetuating a silence that 
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stigmatizes everyone by condoning bullying and other forms of discrimination and 

marginalization. However, when we are proactive on values of inclusion, all students, 

educators/staff, and parents and community members in our schools community will 

benefit. Reports of bullying, sexual harassment, and discrimination based on sexual 

orientation are rife in schools (Lindsey, Diaz, Lindsey, Nuri-Robins & Terrell, 2013). 

Lindsey, Diaz, Lindsey, Nuri-Robins, and Terrell (2013) explained that recognizing and 

understanding the tension that exist for people and schools in terms of barriers versus 

assets, prepares you to better serve the students in your classroom, school, and district. 

When explaining The Cultural Proficiency Framework, they indicate that The Barriers to 

Cultural Proficiency and the Guiding Principles of Cultural Proficiency are the “invisible 

guiding hands” of the framework. Barriers inform the negative aspects of the Cultural 

Proficiency Continuum - Cultural Destructiveness, Cultural Incapacity, and Cultural 

Blindness - while the Guiding Principles serve to inform the positive aspects of the 

Cultural Proficiency Continuum - Cultural Pre-competence, Cultural Competence, and 

Cultural Proficiency. Being able to recognize and acknowledge the Barriers to Cultural 

Proficiency is basic to understanding how to overcome resistance to change within us and 

in our schools. There are barriers to cultural proficient attitudes, behaviors, policies, and 

practices that affect our daily lives and impact educational leaders’ decisions (Cross, 

1989; Lindsey, Nuri-Robins, & Terrel, 199, 2003, 2009): being resistant to change, being 

unaware of the need to adapt, not acknowledging systemic oppression, and benefiting 

from a sense of privilege and entitlement. 
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Categories and Themes for Elementary School Principals Perceptions Regarding 

Barriers in Their Role Creating Inclusive Learning Environments 

Based on elementary school principal participants’ responses themes were derived 

in two categories for barriers in their role creating inclusive environments, Parents; Lack 

of Professional Development and Training. 

Parents. Elementary school principal participants’ responses indicated that one 

major barrier in creating inclusive environments is unwilling and resisting parents, 

especially when it comes to diverse students and families. According to Meyer (2009) 

although some people argue that it is inappropriate to discuss sexuality with younger 

children, their lives are also impacted by sexual diversity. In addition to their own 

developing sense of themselves, they are shaped by the lives of the adults around them. 

Many educators who work in early childhood and elementary education believe 

that discussions of sexual diversity have no place in their schools. However, most 

families in Western culture are based on relationships created out of romantic love, thus 

children’s home lives and family structures tend to reflect the sexualities of their parents 

and caregivers. Recent studies on the experiences of children of gay and lesbian parents 

indicate that they experience increased harassment at schools and their parents were often 

excluded from school life (Kosciw & Diaz, 2008; Ray & Gregory, 2001).  

For these reasons it is important for educators to address diverse family structures 

and to include sexual diversity when addressing diversity issues with students of all ages. 

In addition, to develop a better understanding of sexual diversity and how it impacts 

individual lives, it is important for educators to be aware of the various legal issues 

involved that relate to the topic of sexual diversity in school (Meyer, 2009). Our moral 
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duty as culturally proficient educators is to create safe spaces for students, educators, and 

parents to be the contribution they want to be (Zander & Zander, 2000).  Educators and 

parents and guardians of diverse youth continue to explore ways in which they might 

work together to create a safe and supportive academic environment for their students 

and youth. If educators do not address the needs of diverse learners, then they are not 

addressing the needs of all learners (Dewitt, 2012).  

As Nelson (2009) asserted, educators are working in institutions and, in many 

cases, creating classrooms spaces that promote heteronormativity or centralize 

heterosexuality as the norm. The 2013 GLSEN (Kosciw, Greytak, Palmer, & Boesen, 

2014) survey suggested that 56% of diverse students experience discrimination at school 

that are unwelcoming and unsafe. More alarming is the finding that schools are largely 

underprepared and lack the necessary resources to support diversity. Hostile and 

underprepared school environments lead to negative impacts on diverse students’ 

educational success and well-being (Kosciw et al., 2014).  

In a 2014 study, Greytak and Kosciw looked at the factors related to educators’ 

responses to anti-sexual orientation behaviors. They found that homophobic attitudes still 

persist about some educators that may influence whether they intervene or address anti-

sexual orientation behaviors presented by students. Other studies (Norman, 2004; 

Schneider & Dimito, 2008) have identified fears of negative reactions from parents and 

other school staff as key barrier to intervention and that teachers believed intervention 

would be facilitated by school policies that explicitly prohibit bullying based on sexual 

orientation, gender identity, or gender expression (Greytak & Kosciw, 2014). The three 

key factors identified by Greytak and Kosciw in educators’ responses to anti-sexual 
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orientation behaviors are awareness, self-efficacy, and a sense of obligation (Howard, 

Horne, & Joliff, 2001; Nesdale &Pickering, 2006; Newman-Carlson & Horne, 2004; 

Yoon, 2004).  

Awareness is critical given the prevalence of anti-sexual orientation harassment in 

schools. When teachers view bullying and harassment as a serious or urgent issue, they 

are more likely to intervene (Greytak, & Kosciw, 2014; Yoon, 2004). Therefore, 

awareness may create a sense of seriousness or urgency, increasing the frequency of 

teacher response. Regardless of personal beliefs, teachers may feel obligated to intervene 

in instances of harassment and bullying.  

Research has shown that this sense of obligation or professional responsibility to 

students may increase the likelihood that teachers will intervene (Greytak & Kosciw, 

2014; Mc Garry, 2008; Meyer, Astor, & Behre, 2004). Self-efficacy is the individual 

belief in one’s own ability to engage in intervention, and the more confident a teacher is 

in their ability to intervene, the more likely they are to actually intervene (Greytak, & 

Kosciw, 2014; Howard et al., 2001; Newman-Carlson & Horne, 2004; Yoon, 2004). 

Studies conducted in liberal democratic societies with decentralized education systems, 

such as the United States, indicate that only a minority of social studies teachers in the 

United States focused on teaching controversial issues in U.S. history and civics courses 

even though they acknowledge the value of discussing controversial issues (Hahn,1999).  

Notably, despite the relatively liberal democratic U.S. political system, many 

teachers were reluctant to address controversial topics related to diversity, including 

abortion, religious beliefs, and sexual orientation, due to their perceptions of the 

sensitivity of the subject matter topics (Hahn, 1999; Hess & Avery, 2008; Misco & 
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Patterson, 2007). Similarly, in Canada, another country with a liberal democratic political 

system, teachers frequently avoid teaching conflict-laden topics such as sexual 

orientation “in anticipation of parents’ or principals’ potential objections” (Bickmore, 

2002, p. 208). The threat of external challenges, a fear of sanctions, and the desire to 

avoid censure from their superiors or their peers have also resulted in teachers being 

constrained in their ability to select controversial texts, curriculum, and topics for their 

students (Cornbleth, 2001). 

Lack of professional development and training.  Lack of professional 

development and training in their role in creating and foster inclusive school learning 

environments emerged as another huge barrier. Principals indicate a gap between the 

current state of programs and policies that specifically address the safety of diverse 

students and families and the need for such efforts in their school. Overall, principals 

believe in the helpfulness of a variety of efforts to achieve the goal of safe and 

welcoming schools for diverse students and families, particularly professional 

development for school personnel and anti- bullying/harassment policies that provide 

specific protections based on sexual orientation and gender identity/expression. Whereas 

only a small percentage of principals report that their schools have actually engaged in 

specific efforts to create safer schools for diverse students, most of these principals faced 

no barriers in doing so.  

Additionally, the majority of these principals believe that members of the school 

community would be supportive of such efforts (GLSEN, 2008). In her study, Warren 

(2014) shared that teachers in today’s schools are asked to teach students who are 

increasingly likely to be racially, culturally, ethnically, and linguistically different from 
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themselves (Taylor & Sobel, 2003). Most teachers will require some kind of organized 

learning, or professional development, in order to improve the quality of their teaching 

and seek social justice within schools (Delpit, 1991). Kose and Lim (2010) cautioned 

facilitators of professional development to first determine individual teacher belief 

systems and experiences ignorer to determine readiness for organized learning that dress 

social justice. As Delpit (1991) indicated, knowing more about the cultures of their 

students will also allow teachers to make more informed educational decisions and 

reduce the likelihood of inappropriately reacting to a difference demonstrated in the 

school environment. Yet, educational leaders and commentators must remember that 

teachers can only be held accountable for ensuring academic success for all of their 

students if they have been effectively taught to do so (Delpit, 1991; Gay 2002).  

In general, successful professional development can lead to a collective 

commitment and sense of responsibility toward all students, not just the few in each 

teacher’s individual classroom (National Staff Development Council, 2009). It appears 

that professional development (PD) for teachers regarding gender identity and sexual 

orientation is beneficial in preparing teachers for addressing these issues at school. 

Teachers who have received PD in gender issues do not differ in comfort level related to 

addressing bullying based on gender expression or sexual orientation, but they are more 

likely to feel comfortable responding to student questions about lesbian, gay and bisexual 

people (57% vs. 43%) and about transgender people (50% vs. 36%). Similarly, teachers 

who have received PD about diverse families are more likely to feel comfortable 

responding to questions about diverse people, but do not exhibit different patterns 

comfort in responding to bullying based on gender expression or sexual orientation. Thus, 
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it may be that PD on gender and diverse family issues increases comfort about general 

knowledge about diverse people even if it may not include more general information 

about diverse people. Further, this type of PD may not explicitly include information or 

skill‐building about intervention regarding bullying and harassment based on gender 

expression or sexual orientation, which may explain why teachers do not differ in their 

comfort with addressing those behaviors (GLSEN, 2012).  

The GLSEN (2012) report concludes that professional development appears to be 

beneficial in increasing teachers’ capacity, as it is related both to increased comfort in 

addressing gender identity issues and to greater curricular inclusion of diverse families. 

In particular, the findings indicate that when teachers have had professional development 

on diverse families, they are not only more likely to include representations of diverse 

families in their classes but are also more likely to include representations of culturally 

diverse families and multi‐racial families (GLSEN, 2012). Kosciw, Byard, Fischer, and 

Joslin (2007) confirmed that one way to address issues of heteronormativity and overt 

homophobia may be to offer anti homophobia training during preservice teachers’ 

education. Little research has been done that has examined the effect of inclusion of 

gender identity related content in teacher education.  

Fystorm (2010) discovered in her research that one of the most important 

components is school personnel’s awareness of diverse victimization and the skills 

needed to directly and effectively deal with incidents of diverse victimization. Many 

teachers feel they lack the skills necessary to deal with antigay violence and harassment 

(Casper et al., 1996; Price et al., 2003; Young & Mittleton, 1999). Bochenek and 

Brown’s (2001) research found that teachers are a positive resource and create a safer 
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place for diverse students, and thus training is a vital intervention. Educators’ attitudes 

regarding gender-identity issues cannot change unless educators are provided with 

training on how to address issues that impact gender identity issues and how they should 

be addressed in the educational setting. First, they must learn to identify and challenge 

their own biases. Then, educators need to know how to create an inclusive environment, 

support students who are struggling with their own sexual identity, and effectively 

address homophobic attitudes and harassment. (Hanlon, 2009). 

Research Question Four 

 

The fourth research question focused on the perceptions of elementary school 

principals regarding supports in their role creating inclusive school environments.  

Categories and Themes for Elementary School Principals Perceptions Regarding 

Supports in Their Role Creating Inclusive Learning Environments 

Based on elementary school principal participants’ responses themes were derived 

in two categories for supports in their role creating inclusive environments, District 

Trainings and Support; Counseling and All Staff Support. 

District trainings and support. Delpit (1988) indicated that the shift to an equity 

focus also includes a push for a truer sense of fairness demonstrated by the district as an 

institutional actor insisting that educators provide students of color with unwritten rules 

and expectations hidden in the current educational system (Delpit, 1988). Without these 

explicit guidelines, underserved students will continue to be disadvantaged by a system 

that was not designed to include their diverse backgrounds, even if educators 

methodically work to change the system. Lindsey, Diaz, Lindsey, Nuri-Robins, and 

Terrell (2013) asserted that diverse communities are too often viewed only in terms of 
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perceived sexual behavior and rarely as cultural groups with norms and values that shape 

their lives. Confusion and misperceptions exist about who is it in what is often referred to 

as the “diverse” community. 

Elementary school principal participants’ responses showed that there is a lack of 

support from the district. The majority indicated that district trainings and support are 

needed in order for them to meet the needs of the diverse student population and their 

families. Otto, Middleton, and Freker (2002) noted that the inability of school principals 

to implement policies and procedures to inhibit antigay harassment in their schools can 

pose the potential for lawsuits filed against their school district. With lawsuits being filed 

and decisions being rendered, the judicial system has indicated that school districts are 

responsible for ensuring that all students have access to learning environments free of 

abuse on a daily basis or school districts will be held accountable and liable against any 

litigation.  

Counseling and all staff support. In the category of support, elementary school 

principal participants indicated that they would like to have the support not only from the 

counseling staff but, from all staff to create inclusive school learning environments. A 

majority of principals believe that a variety of segments of the school community would 

be supportive of efforts that specifically address issues of school safety for diverse 

students and families, yet fewer than half or principals believed they would be very or 

extremely supportive. moreover 70% believe that principals in the school (75%), teachers 

in the school (72%), and district-level administration (71%) would be supportive, 

approximately 40% or fewer believing they would be very or extremely supportive. A 

majority of principals also believe that other school staff (62%), the PTA/PTO (58%), 
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school board members (57%) and students themselves (57%) would be supportive, with 

fewer than a quarter believing that they would be very or extremely supportive. However, 

half or fewer principals believe that families of students in the school (51%), local 

government officials (50%) and other community members (46%) would be supportive, 

and fewer than one in five principals believe they would be very or extremely supportive. 

Principals of senior high schools are more likely than principals of junior high/middle 

and elementary school levels to believe that the various members of their school 

community would be supportive of efforts that specifically address diverse students and 

families in school safety issues (GLSEN, 2008).  

Educators who are willing to take on proactive roles benefit diverse youth and 

their families, as well as decreases the institutionalized homonegativity and heterosexism 

that makes school so difficult for many diverse youth and families (Bickmore, 1999). The 

National Association of School Psychologists (Crothers & Altman, 2007; Weiler, 2003) 

acknowledged this and has created some major target areas including making all school 

climates healthy and supportive for all students, including LGB youth. The National 

Association of School Psychologists (NASP) has a long-standing commitment to 

advocacy efforts aimed at ensuring that schools are safe and inclusive learning 

environments for all students (http://www.nasponline.org/). 

Implications 

Lunenburg and Irby (2008) defined implications as the researcher opportunity to 

suggest how the results of the study may be applied to practice. The purpose of this study 

was to explore perceptions of elementary school principals in southeast Texas public 

schools regarding their role in creating inclusive learning environments, specifically 
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strategies and supports school principals have implemented, if any, in order to foster 

inclusiveness for diverse groups.  As Wimberly (2015) indicated, in an increasingly 

diverse society, educators and policy makers face the challenge of fostering educational 

environments that are inclusive and welcoming to all students and teachers. Schools and 

teachers must consider whether the educational context facilitates learning for all diverse 

youth and their diverse parents. 

 The need for creating inclusive elementary school learning environments is 

evident based on the participants’ responses in this study. The researcher 

learned that elementary school principals and their role in creating inclusive 

school learning environments is still a serious issue. Findings from the study 

data provided a clear understanding of the need and willingness of acquiring 

education in order to understand and support the diverse student population 

and their families at the elementary school level. Elementary school principals 

are open to receive professional development trainings that prepare them to 

foster and create inclusive environments for diverse students. Not having 

appropriate trainings was mentioned as a major barrier. Many elementary 

school principals feel that they need further professional development in 

topics related to diversity, gender and sexual orientation needs. Fable-

Lindquist in Sadowski (2016) believes the district needs to move beyond its 

broad-based approaches to cultural competence and provide targeted 

professional development about gender identity issues. The district also lacks 

coordinated program for the inclusion of gender identity issues in curriculum. 
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 The study also discovered that building diverse inclusive learning 

environments in elementary schools requires the support of all staff and the 

community. Not only physical safety is important but also emotional safety. 

Most elementary school principal participants in this study agreed that the 

support from all school staff members and the community is necessary in 

creating inclusive learning environments for diverse students.  

 Professional development and training for teachers and staff must be provided 

throughout the school year. As Miller and Mikulec (2017) indicated, despite 

the improvements that we may see in schools today, current research shows 

that most teachers are still not equipped to meet the needs of LGBTQ youth. 

LGBTQ youth are still at significant risk, and teachers and other school staff 

have the ability to create an environment that is safe and affirming. Teacher 

education programs and in-service professional development are needed to 

prepare future teachers to know how to address anti-LGBTQ behaviors. 

Regardless of the excuses and backlash a school or individual may face, it is 

the school personnel's responsibility and legal obligation to ensure the safety 

of every learner. It is, therefore, teacher education programs' obligation to 

ensure that preservice teachers and other personnel have the necessary skills 

to make school safe. 

Recommendations for Future Research 

 

The findings of this study revealed perceptions of elementary school principal 

participants in their role in creating inclusive school learning environments.  In addition, 

the researcher explored the elementary school principal participants perceptions 
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regarding other potential factors they believe, if appropriately addressed, will increase the 

inclusion of diverse students within school learning environments.  Consequently, the 

following recommendations for future research are addressed below: 

1. Explore the strategies and procedures elementary school principals have 

implemented beyond safety for diverse students. 

2. Explore the perceptions of community members in supporting diverse inclusive 

school learning environments. 

3. Explore the perceptions of elementary school counselors in supporting diverse 

inclusive school learning environments. 

4. Explore how much of professional development related to cultural competence 

and diversity in schools is dedicated to targeted professional development about 

gender identity issues. 

5. Explore the perceptions of elementary school principals and their role in creating 

inclusive learning environments with a large sample of principals from a variety 

of school districts. 

Conclusions 
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Elementary school years are pivotal in the forming educational years for children. 

Elementary schools are the foundation for what happens in the future life of a student for 

the secondary school years. In his book Safe is Not Enough, Sadowski (2016) indicated 

that all individuals need to feel what psychologist Albert Bandura has called a sense of 

self-efficacy, the belief that their actions matter and can effect real change. This need can 

be even more accurate for diverse youth and other adolescents who experience 

marginalization. Just as they are developing a sense of self and their own place in the 

world, young people from socially marginalized groups receive messages – in written or 

unwritten school curricula; in the laws that govern their schools, communities, and states; 

in the words of their peers and of the adults around them – that influence their emerging 

sense of who they are. 

Based on responses from participants in this study, most elementary school 

principal participants are willing to create inclusive learning environments for all 

students, including diverse students and their families but do not exactly how to do it or 

exactly where to begin. The findings of this research demonstrated that, even given all the 

progress of the past few years among secondary schools in creating safe learning 

environments for diverse students, there is additional growth needed, specifically at the 

elementary school level. Elementary school principal participants clearly stated that the 

lack of district support and the lack of professional development opportunities for them 

and consequently for their staff, are major barriers. The researcher hopes that the findings 

of this study will serve as a tool to support elementary school administrators, district 

directors, assistant superintendents and superintendents in their efforts to make decisions 

to provide effective educational services to all under-served student populations, 
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including the diverse student population and their families. Tarah Fleming, education 

director for Our Family Coalition and expert for the California region of Welcoming 

Schools, refutes the claim that the program oversteps the line between schooling and 

parenting. She says that its three strands – family diversity, gender stereotypes, and 

bullying prevention – have been chosen deliberately to reflect the diverse reality of 

elementary students’ families and to address the problem of gender-biased bullying that 

often begins in the early elementary grades. Addressing these issues head-on – teaching 

students at age-appropriate points in their development about the specific kinds of 

language and behavior that are hurtful – is required not only to make schools welcoming 

for elementary school students but also to circumvent the escalation of bias and sexuality-

based harassment that continues into middle and high school: “Telling kids to be nice to 

each other isn’t enough. You have to be specific,” Fleming says. “So much of the lack of 

safety in schools is based on gender-biased bullying. This is true for all levels of 

schooling and goes up into high school with things like sexual harassment and date rape. 

We have an obligation to do this work in an early, proactive way, in preK-5.” (Sadowski, 

2016, p. 16). 

It is imperative that elementary school principals not only educate themselves in 

cultural competency, diversity, gender identity and sexual orientation issues but also, they 

must afford to provide learning opportunities and ongoing professional development to 

their teachers and staff in order to understand and create inclusive learning opportunities 

for diverse students. All means all. School leaders must pay attention to the silent crisis 

that begins in elementary schools with the dramatic rate of suicidal behavior among 

diverse students as young as elementary schools. Suicide is the third leading cause of 
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death among early adolescents (children ten to fourteen) according to the Center for 

Disease Control and Prevention (2015). 
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APPENDIX B  

IRB Approval  

INSTITUTIONAL REVIEW BOARD 
  
APPROVAL REQUEST AND CONSENT FORM 
  
Please use the following template and respond to each of the questions, creating an 
electronic file that can be emailed to tfabre@hbu.edu. 
  
1. Title of proposal and date of submission 
  
An Exploration of Elementary School Principals’ Perceptions of Their Role in 
Creating Inclusive School Environments 
  
June 26, 2017 
  
2. Name, address, and phone number of primary investigator or faculty 
supervisor 
  
Dr. Dianne Reed, Faculty Supervisor 
  
Houston Baptist University 
  
Office: Hinton 345 
  
281-649-3035 
  
3. Department of origin of proposal 
  
Department of Educational Leadership and Counseling 
  
4. Student/Research Assistant or Investigator(s) name(s) 
  
Fidel Maffuz, Investigator 
  
There are no student/research assistants for this study. 
  
5. Research proposal abstract (maximum of 250 words) 
  
Purpose 
  
The purpose of this study is to explore the perceptions of elementary school 
principals in Texas public schools regarding their role in creating inclusive learning 

mailto:tfabre@hbu.edu
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environments, specifically strategies and supports school principals have 
implemented for all students. 
  
Methodology 
  
In this descriptive study, the researcher will use a phenomenological qualitative 
research methodology. The researcher will gain knowledge as the participants will 
share their feelings and describe their perceptions from their own experiences. A 
total of 50 current elementary school principal participants in Texas will address 
questions on the survey and will return it to the researcher. Seven of the fifty 
participants will report to a private office or location for the focus group session. 
  
KEY WORDS: Ally, Culture, Cultural Competence, Cultural Proficiency, Elementary 
School, Disability, Discrimination, Diversity, Diversity in Education, Ethnicity, 
Gender, Gender Expression, Gender Identity, Identity, Lifestyle, Minoritized Group, 
Oppression, Prejudice, Principals, Race, Racism, Religious Discrimination, Sexism, 
Safe School Improvement Act, Sexual Orientation, Student Non-Discrimination Act, 
Title IX. 
  
6. Are you receiving funds to support this project? If YES, please indicate the 
source or sources of funding. 
  
No funds are being received to support this project. 
  
7. Number of subjects required 
  
There will be up to 50 elementary school principal participants. 
  
8. Type of subjects (e.g., college students) 
  
Elementary school principals 
  
9. Source of subjects (e.g., subject pool) 
  
Fifty elementary school principals will be purposefully selected, then seven 
principals will be randomly selected to participate in the focus group session from 
the selected school districts in Texas. Criteria for selection will include that the 
elementary school principals have a minimum of one year experience in the selected 
school districts in Texas. Only principals with signed consent forms will participate 
in the study. 
  
10. Please respond to each of the following questions: 
  
a. Who will be the subjects and how will they be recruited? 
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Fifty elementary school principals will be purposefully selected to complete the 
survey, then seven principals will be randomly selected to participate in a focus 
group from the selected school districts in Texas. All potential principal participants 
will have met the criteria of having at least one year experience as an administrator 
at the selected school districts. Once the principals are identified, the consent form 
will be emailed them to invite them to participate in the study. 
  
b. Describe the psychological and/or physiological stimuli or interventions 
and the means used to administer these stimuli or interventions. Indicate the 
steps that will be taken to assure the proper operation of the equipment used 
to administer stimuli. Give particular attention to prevention of accidental 
harm or injury to the subjects. 
  
There are no psychological and/or physiological stimuli or interventions in this 
study. 
  
c. Describe the level of risk to which the subjects will be exposed by 
participating in this study. If the proposed research exposes the participants 
to any level of risk, attach a detailed description and justification for the risk. 
  
There are no anticipated risks to which the subjects will be exposed by participating 
in this study. 
  
d. Is there any deception of the subjects that will be involved? If so, what is its 
rationale, its necessity, and why is the research so important as to justify its 
use? Are there modifications to this research that would allow for genuine 
informed consent? 
  
No anticipated or intentional deception of the subjects will be involved in this study. 
  
e. Describe the expected behavior of the subjects and the behavior of the 
investigator during the study. This must include a written statement of what is 
to be read to, or said to the subject concerning the study. 
  
The investigator will email principal participants during the process of inviting them 

to voluntarily participate in the study. The investigator will distribute and collect 

the data. The principal participants will complete the electronic survey 

anonymously. 
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APPENDIX C  

LETTER FOR PARTICIPATION  

 

Dear Principal, 
  
You are being solicited to complete the School Climate Assessment. This assessment 
has been designed for both informal and formal school safety assessments for K - 5 
educators and administrators. This tool is based on the main categories that were 
measured in an evaluation of a multi-state pilot of Welcoming Schools, a project of 
the Human Rights Campaign Foundation. The assessments results will be used to 
help identify school climate practices that lead to increase inclusive learning 
environments for all students and the community population in elementary schools. 
  
Please try to answer all the questions. Filling out the attached assessment is entirely 
voluntary, but answering each response will make the assessment most useful. This 
assessment will take approximately 10 minutes to complete and all of your 
responses will be kept completely confidential. No obvious undue risks will be 
endured and you may stop your participation at any time. In addition, you will also 
not benefit directly from your participation in the study. 
  
Your cooperation is greatly appreciated and your willingness to participate in this 
study is implied if you proceed with completing the assessment. Your completion of 
the School Climate Assessment is not only greatly appreciated, but invaluable. If you 
have any questions or concerns, please feel free to contact me at maffuzf@hbu.edu 
or 832-655-4208 or the program director, Dr. Dianne Reed at dreed@hbu.edu or 
281-649-3035. 
  
Thank you in advance, 
  
Fidel Maffuz 

  
832-655-4208 
  
maffuzf@hbu.edu 

 

 

 

 

mailto:maffuzf@hbu.edu
mailto:dreed@hbu.edu
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APPENDIX D  

Informed Consent Form  

 

Dear Principal, 
  
I am a student at Houston Baptist University working on my doctoral degree in 
educational leadership. I am particularly interested in creating inclusive learning 
environment for all students. There is a large body of research that describes how to 
create inclusive and supportive learning environments at the secondary level, but 
very little at the elementary level. I have chosen to explore the elementary school 
principals’ perceptions of their role in creating inclusive school environments 
because it is a large part of our job to create inclusive learning environments for all 
students. I am seeking volunteers for my study, and I am hoping you will consider 
being one of those volunteers. 
  
You are being asked to participate in the research project described below. Your 
participation in this study is entirely voluntary and you may refuse to participate, or 
you may decide to stop your participation at any time. Should you refuse to 
participate in the study or should you withdraw your consent and stop participation 
in the study, your decision will involve no penalty or loss of benefits to which you 
may be otherwise entitled. You are being asked to read the information below 
carefully, and ask questions about anything you don’t understand before deciding 
whether or not to participate. 
  
Title: An Exploration of Elementary School Principals’ Perceptions of Their Role in 
Creating Inclusive School Environments 
  
Student Researcher: Fidel Maffuz 
  
Program Director: Dianne Reed, Ed. D. 
  
PURPOSE OF THE STUDY: 
  
The purpose of this study is to explore the perceptions of elementary school 
principals in Texas public schools regarding their role in creating inclusive learning 
environments, specifically strategies and supports school principals have 
implemented for all students. 
  
PROCEDURES: 
  
Fifty purposefully selected elementary school principal participants will who 
complete a brief survey regarding their role in creating inclusive learning 
environments for all students. Seven of the 50 purposefully selected elementary 
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school principal participants will participate in a focus group session regarding 
strategies and supports they have implemented for all students. 
  
EXPECTED INTERVIEW DURATION: 
  
The total anticipated time commitment will be approximately 45 minutes. 
  
RISKS OF PARTICIPATION: 
  
There are no anticipated risks associated with participation in this project. 
  
BENEFITS TO THE SUBJECT: 
  
There is no direct benefit received from your participation in this study, but their 
participation will help the researcher better understand and add to the current 
research regarding the perceptions of elementary school principals in Texas public 
schools regarding their role in creating inclusive learning environments for all 
students. 
  
CONFIDENTIALITY OF RECORDS: 
  
Every effort will be made to maintain confidentiality. The data collected from the 
study will be used for educational and publication purposes, however, participants 
will not be identified by name. For federal audit purposes, the participant’s 
documentation for this research project will be maintained and safeguarded by the 
researcher for a minimum of three years after completion of the study. After that 
time, the participant’s documentation may be destroyed. 
  
FINANCIAL COMPENSATION: 
  
There is no financial compensation to be offered for participation in the study. 
  
INVESTIGATOR’S RIGHT TO WITHDRAW PARTICIPANT: 
  
The investigator has the right to withdraw participants from this study at any time. 
  
CONTACT INFORMATION FOR QUESTIONS OR PROBLEMS: 
  
The investigator has offered to answer all your questions. If you have additional 
questions during the course of this study about the research or any related problem, 
the Student Researcher, Fidel Maffuz, may be contacted at phone number 832-655-
4208 or by email at maffuzf@hbu.edu. The program director Dianne Reed, Ed.D., 
may be contacted at phone number 281-649-3035 or by email at dreed@hbu.edu. 
  
SIGNATURES: 
  

mailto:maffuzf@hbu.edu
mailto:dreed@hbu.edu
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The particiant’s signature below acknowledges voluntary participation in this 
research project. Such participation does not release the investigator(s), 
institution(s), sponsor(s) or granting agency(ies) from their professional and ethical 
responsibility to participants. By signing the form, the participant is not waiving any 
legal rights. 
  
The purpose of this study, procedures to be followed, and explanation of risks or 
benefits have been explained to the participant. The participant has been allowed to 
ask questions and questions have been answered to satisfaction. The participant has 
been told who to contact if additional questions arise. The participant has read this 
consent form and voluntarily agree to participate in this study. The participant is 
free to withdraw consent at any time by contacting the Principal Investigator or 
Student Researcher/Faculty Sponsor. The participant will be given a copy of the 
consent form signed. 
  
Participant’s printed name: ____________________________________________ 
  
Signature of Participant: ______________________________________________ 

  
Date: ___________________________________________________________ 
  
Using language that is understandable and appropriate, I have discussed this project 
and the items listed above with the participant. 
  
Printed name and title: ____________________________________________ 
  
Signature of Person Obtaining Consent: ______________________________ 

  
Date: ______________________________________________________________ 
  
f. Describe how the subjects are to be debriefed and the mechanism for 
alleviation of stress or psychological harm that may derive from participation 
in this study. 
  
The elementary school principals will be informed that the assessment is strictly 
used for writing the researcher’s dissertation. In addition, the researcher will inform 
the principals that completing this assessment will not impact their evaluation or 
their performance at any time during and after the study has been completed. The 
researcher will also inform the principals that the data collected will not impact 
their current, past future work evaluations; their salaries; and future employment. 
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g. Include a statement of what the data from this research are to be used for 
(e.g., class assignment, thesis, etc.), who will have access to the data, and what 
will be done with the data at the end of the study. 
  
The data will be used for the purposes of the study. No one, except the researcher 
will have access to the data. At the end of the study, the researcher will file all 
papers and voice recordings in a locked file cabinet at the researcher’s home for 
three years. The data collected may be published or presented as a compilation of 
data from several respondents. No specific identifiers of participants will appear on 
any document. There will be no identifiable risks to answering the survey and 
interview questions. The benefit is that the information will inform school 
principals, the researcher, and current research regarding the importance of 
creating inclusive learning environment for all students. 
  
h. If the current project is being conducted by students, describe the level of 
involvement of the faculty advisor. 
  
The research is not being conducted by students. 
  
11. Describe how the subjects’ privacy and anonymity are to be protected. 
  
The subjects’ privacy and anonymity will be protected throughout the study. 
Principal participant consent forms will remain in a locked cabinet in a locked office 
in the researcher’s home. Principal participants will complete an electronic survey, 
the results of which will be password protected. Focus group session recordings and 
transcribed results will be in password protected digital files. Records from this 
study will remain in secured files for three years at which time they will be 
destroyed by the researcher. 
  
The information collected will be strictly confidential and no identifiers will be 

linked to participants. No specific identifiers or participants will appear on any 

report. The researcher will not share information about the principal participants 

with anyone outside the research team. Information about principals will be 

identified by a number, not by the participant’s name. 
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APPENDIX E 

Guided Protocol: School Climate Survey 

ELECTRONIC SCHOOL CLIMATE ASSESSMENT 

  

PART I: DEMOGRAPHIC DATA 

 

Please select the response that best describes you: 

  

1. Gender: ___Male      ___Female 

  

2. Age:     ___25 - 35    

                 ___36 - 45 

                 ___46 - 55    

                  ___56 - 65 

                  ___65 and older 

  

3. Race:   ___American Indian or Alaskan Native  

                ___Asian 

                ___Black or African American 

                ___Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander 

                ___White  

  

4. How long have you been an elementary school principal? 

 

____1-5 years     ____6-10 years   ____11-15 years ____ 16-20 years    ____ 21 years or 

more 
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PART II: POLICIES AND ADMINISTRATIVE SUPPORT 

 

1. Our school has a core values or mission statement that includes respect for diversity 

and multiculturalism.                                                                  Yes ___ No ___ Don‘t 

know ___ 

  

2. Our school has a written policy protecting students from harassment, violence and 

discrimination with regard to:  

 

Race/Ethnicity                                                                    Yes ___ No ___ Don‘t know __ 

Religion                                                                              Yes ___ No ___ Don‘t know __ 

Actual or Perceived Sexual Orientation                             Yes ___ No ___ Don‘t know _ 

Physical Ability                                                                  Yes ___ No ___ Don‘t know __ 

Nationality                                                                          Yes ___ No ___ Don‘t know __ 

Perceived Gender Identity                                                  Yes ___ No ___ Don‘t know __ 

  

    3.     Our school district has an anti-bullying policy that specifically identifies bias-

based bullying.                                                                     Yes ___ No ___ Don‘t 

know ___  

 

 

    4.     Our forms that parent/guardians and students fill out are designed to reflect the 

diversity of households, including parents of the same gender.  Yes ___ No ___ 

Don‘t know ___  

 

 

 

 

Part III: SCHOOL-SPONSORED TRAININGS AND WORKSHOPS  

 

    1.     In the last three years, our school has held workshops for educators inclusive of 

gender roles and gender stereotypes.                                         Yes ___ No ___ 

Don‘t know ___  

 

 

    2.     In the last three years, our school has held trainings on welcoming all types of 

families, including topics such as divorce, multiracial families, same-sex parents, 

grandparent-headed families, and immigrant families.                       

Yes ___ No ___ Don‘t know ___  
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    3.     In the last three years, our school has held trainings for staff that monitor lunch 

and recess on bullying and name-calling that address bias-based harassment, 

including harassment related to a person‘s real or perceived race, sexual 

orientation, learning status, size and language of origin.                                                           

Yes ___ No ___ Don‘t know ___  

 

 

    4.     In the past two years, our school has held workshops for parents/guardians on 

family diversity.  

                                                                                    Yes ___ No ___ Don‘t know 

___  

 

 

    5.     In the past two years, our school has held workshops for families on name-calling 

and bullying.  

                                                                                     Yes ___ No ___ Don‘t know 

___  

 

 

PART IV: SCHOOL CLIMATE 

 

1. In the last two weeks, have you heard students use words related to any of the 

following as slurs at your school: 

 

a. Gender (including word such as sissy and tomboy used negatively)   

                           

Yes ____ No ____ 

 

b. Race (including comments such as, “I can‘t play with you because...”)  

                       

Yes ____ No ____ 

 

c. Sexual Orientation (including phrases such as, “that‘s so gay”)  

                                  

Yes ____ No ____ 

 

d. Size (including words like fatso, phrases like, “you can‘t do that because”)     

             

Yes ____ No ____ 

 

e. Academic Ability (including comments regarding special education)    

                        

Yes ____ No ____ 

 

f. Other:__________________________________________ 
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2. In the last two weeks, have you seen students physically harass other students while 

using 

slurs or put-downs related to the above?   

                                                                               

Yes ____ No ____  

 

3. If yes, have you interrupted this behavior?    

     

Always ____ Sometimes ____ Rarely ____ Never ____ 

 

4. School staff intervene if racial slurs are used in student interactions. 

 

Always ____ Sometimes ____ Never ____ Don‘t Know ____ 

 

5. School staff intervene if slurs related to special education are used in student 

interactions. 

 

Always ____ Sometimes ____ Never ____ Don‘t Know ____ 

 

6. School staff intervene if gender slurs or gender-based name-calling are used in student 

 Interactions. 

 

Always ____ Sometimes ____ Never ____ Don‘t Know ____ 

 

7. School staff intervene if anti-gay slurs or anti-gay name-calling is used in student 

interactions. 

 

Always ____ Sometimes ____ Never ____ Don‘t Know ____ 

  

PART V: TEACHING PRACTICES AND RESOURCES 

 

1.     Our school‘s curriculum includes multicultural perspectives.  

 

Yes ___ No ___ Don‘t know ___ 

 

2. Our school library offers a range of multicultural books.  

 

Yes ___ No ___ Don‘t know ___ 

 

3. Our school library has books that show a diversity of families, including families with 

two moms or two dads, immigrant parents, single parents, multiracial parents, etc. 

 

Yes ___ No ___ Don‘t know ___ 
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4. The classrooms in our school have books that show a diversity of families, including 

families with two moms or two dads, immigrant parents, single parents, 

multiracial parents etc. 

 

Yes ___ No ___ Don‘t know ___ 

 

5.  If they‘re doing a lesson plan to enhance understanding of different kinds of families, 

educators include diverse families — including some with two moms or two dads. 

 

Yes ___ No ___ Don‘t know ___ 

 

6. In a lesson plan on name-calling or bullying, educators include gender- or LGBT-

related put- downs. 

Yes ___ No ___ Don‘t know ___ 

 

7. Educators in our school feel comfortable defining the words “gay” or “lesbian” to 

students. In 

the classroom?  

 

Yes ___ No ___ Don‘t know ___  

 

One on one? Yes ___ No ___ Don‘t know ___ 

  

PART VI: PERSONAL COMFORT LEVEL 

  

1. If a parent or care-giver ―came out‖ to me I would feel... 

 
___very comfortable ___comfortable ___uncomfortable ___ very uncomfortable ___I don‘t 

know 

 

2. If I had to address students‘ stereotypic opinions of families of color I would feel... 

 
___very comfortable ___comfortable ___uncomfortable ___ very uncomfortable ___I don‘t 

know 

  

 

3. If I had to work closely with lesbian or gay parents or care-givers, I would feel... 

 
___very comfortable ___comfortable ___uncomfortable ___ very uncomfortable ___I don‘t 

know 

 

4. If I had to answer a student‘s question about why a mother would decide to have her 

child adopted by another family, I would feel... 

 
___very comfortable ___comfortable ___uncomfortable ___ very uncomfortable ___I don‘t 

know 
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5. If I had to answer a student‘s questions about how someone can have two moms or two 

dads, I would feel 

 
___very comfortable ___comfortable ___uncomfortable ___ very uncomfortable ___I don‘t 

know 

 

6. If I had to answer a student‘s question about how a White parent can have a child who 

was not White, I would feel... 

 

___very comfortable ___comfortable ___uncomfortable ___ very uncomfortable ___I don‘t 

know 

  

PART VII: SCHOOL AND COMMUNITY ATTITUDES 

 

1. Obstacles to addressing family diversity or name-calling inclusive of LGBT families or 

LGBT slurs with students by staff in our school are based on: (Check all that 

apply) 

 

____ Fear of parental dissatisfaction                              ____ Educators lack resources 

____ Students are too young                                           ____ Religious objections 

____ Lack of time in curriculum                                     ____ Inappropriate to discuss 

outside of the home 

____ Educators lack training                                           ____ Need time for basics 

(writing, reading, math) 

 

____ Other ___________________                                ____ There are no objections 

 

2. Obstacles to addressing gender roles and expression with students by staff in our 

school are based on: (Check all that apply) 

 

____ Fear of parental dissatisfaction                              ____ Educators lack resources 

____ Students are too young                                           ____ Religious objections 

____ Lack of time in curriculum                                     ____ Inappropriate to discuss 

outside of the home 

____ Educators lack training                                           ____ Need time for basics 

(writing, reading, math) 

____ Other ___________________                               ____ There are no objections 
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3. People/institutions that might support addressing family diversity, gender-stereotyping, 

and bullying include: 

____ Educators 

____ Administrators ____ Parents/Guardians 

____ Members of civic organizations 

____ Religious organizations 

____ Others: ________________________ 
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APPENDIX F 
  

GUIDE PROTOCOL: OPEN-ENDED WRITTEN INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 

  

1. What has been your experience working with elementary school students who 

identify as or are perceived to be different among their peers? 

2. How comfortable do you feel discussing identified issues, including but not 

limited to nationally, physical ability, perceived gender identity, and religion with 

a student? parent? school staff member? Why? 

3. How comfortable would a student who is perceived as to be different feel at your 

school? Why? 

4. Does your school provide an inclusive learning environment for all students, 

parents, and staff? How? 

5. What efforts have your school engaged in order to create inclusive learning 

environments for all students? 

6. What barriers have you encountered when creating inclusive learning 

environments for all students? 

7. What type of district supports have you received when creating inclusive learning 

environments for all students? 

8. What would be helpful for you as a principal in creating inclusive learning 

environments for all students? 

9. Which members of the school community would you like to receive support from 

in your efforts in creating inclusive learning environments for all students? 

10. Has your school provided professional development regarding creating inclusive 

learning environment for all students? 
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VITA 

 

 

Fidel Wells 

832-655-4208 

fidelvmaffuz@hotmail.com 

 

Profile 

Servant leader with 20 years of teaching and administrative experience. Dedicated and 

passionate leader who strives to motivate, develop and grow others to produce life-long 

learner citizens. 

Professional Experience 

Principal, Juan Seguin Elementary School, Fort Bend ISD; Richmond, TX  

Supervisor, Ridgemont Early Childhood Center, Fort Bend ISD; Houston, TX 

2015 - present 

Developed and implemented plans to: increase student achievement, increase attendance, 

strengthen instructional opportunities, provide a safe learning environment, provide student 

services, comply with federal, state, and local laws and Board policies and procedures and 

other school district initiatives.  

Collaborated with the Accountability Department to trained teachers on how to analyze 

assessment data and make data-driven instructional decisions. 

Communicated, collaborated and built strong relationships with stakeholders.  

Distributed and analyzed data from staff and parents climate surveys to make meaningful 

programming decisions. 

Selected and retained a high quality school staff.  

Developed and maintained quality data, a balanced budget and operational systems tied to 

instructional priorities. 

Established and maintained community partnerships. 
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Participated in vertical curriculum alignment with elementary curriculum coordinators. 

Collaborated with Director of Special Programs regarding coordination of Title I, local and 

other funding sources. 

Performed teacher observations to develop and implement appropriate professional 

development and to support the campus instructional needs. 

Principal, Choices In Education, Neighborhood Centers Inc.; Houston, TX 2012 - 2015   

Increased student achievement (Index 1) and student progress (Index 2) by 50% for 2014 

Performance Index Accountability Rating turning around the school from Improvement 

Required to Met Standard rating. 

Distinction Designation 2013 - 2014— Reading/ELA 

Distinction Designation 2014 - 2015 — Science and Post Secondary Readiness  

  District Counselor, Neighborhood Centers Inc.; Houston, TX 2011 - 2012   

Implemented a new Guidance and Counseling Program among the three charter school 

campuses. 

Reduced discipline referrals by 15% by introducing a social skills initiative that involved 

teachers, parents and students. 

  Assistant Principal, Piney Point Elementary School, Houston ISD; Houston, TX 2006 – 

2011       

  Counselor, Frazier Elementary School, Cypress Fairbanks ISD; Houston, TX 

2002 - 2006        

  Bilingual Teacher, Berry Elementary School, Houston ISD; Houston, TX  

1997 – 2002  

 

Education and Credentials 

Houston Baptist University, Houston, TX - Doctoral Degree, 2019 

Sam Houston State University, Huntsville, TX - Master Degree, 2009 
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ACP Region IV/University of St. Thomas, Houston, TX - Teaching Cert., 1999 

University of Puerto Rico, San Juan, P.R. - Bachelor of Arts, 1995 

Administrative Certifications: Principal EC-12; School Counselor EC-12; Elementary Self-

Contained 1-6; Bilingual/ESL - Spanish 1-6 

 

Skills 

Data-Driven Instruction; Employee Retention; Curriculum and Instruction; Staff Development; 

Bilingual: Fluent Spanish and English; Microsoft Excel, Word; Research and Evaluation 

Professional Organizations 

National Association of Elementary School Principals (NAESP) 

Texas Association of Latino Administrators and Superintendents (TALAS) 

 

Texas Association of School Administrators (TASA) 

 

Awards and Accomplishments 

Kappa Delta Pi International Honor Society - 2019 

District Principal of the year Nominee - 2019 

Campus Bilingual Teacher of the Year - 1999 

Magna Cum Laude - 1990 
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Dr. Javier Villarreal – Chief Human Resources Officer 

Aldine Independent School District 

281-449-1011 (work) 713-240-3123 (cell)  
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Gina Seyl – Assistant Superintendent 
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