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Contribution to the Conference 

 During my time at the AERA conference I presented two papers which I will describe 

in detail below. 

 

 The first paper I presented was collaborative in nature and was titled, “Educators 

Storying Our Lives as We Move Toward Culturally Sustaining Pedagogy.” During the 2017-

2018 school year, while I was teaching second grade in Chicago Public Schools, I was part of an 

action research collaborative called Project SUSTAIN (Supporting Urban Sustenance Through 

Teacher Action and Inquiry) with seven other Chicago area teachers and researchers.  Through 

this work we explored culturally sustaining pedagogy (CSP) which “seeks to perpetuate and 

foster—to sustain—linguistic, literate, and cultural pluralism” (Paris, 2012, p. 95). We explored 

CSP through reading, discussion, and applied our learning as we developed literacy units which 

we taught in our respective classrooms.   

 

 We also learned that critical self-reflection and coalition building are crucial tenets of 

CSP.  During one of our group meetings we utilized narrative methods and analysis to 

understand the rich “lived stories” of teachers’ lives (Clandinin, 2006, p. 44) that compelled us 

toward CSP. In our presentation we explain how the sharing of our personal narratives was an 

integral aspect of our research collaborative and aided each of us in moving toward enactments 

of CSP in our respective classrooms.  The makeup of our collaborative was diverse—across lines 

of race, gender, language, ethnicity, sexual orientation, and ability. We viewed this diversity as 

an asset and leveraged it as we explored our own identities and positionality from an 

intersectional perspective. Specifically, we noted similar sentiments that brought us—

collectively—to the work of CSP, including: (1) a desire to resist colonizing and deficit framings 

of students, (2) ways we drew from our own marginalized experiences in school, and (3) 

confronting our own privilege and participation in cultures of power.   

 We concluded that the confines of public education classrooms make it difficult for 

teachers to cultivate enactments of humanizing pedagogies and that teachers need time and 

support to explore such issues with colleagues. Overall, the sharing of our stories brought us 

closer together as a group. This sharing allowed us to collectively resist oppressions, build 

bridges with one another, and to heal. As Gloria Anzaldúa reminds us, “these healing narratives 

serve not just as self-nurturing ‘therapy,’ but actually change reality. We revise reality by 

altering our consensual agreements about what is real, what is just and fair” (2015, p. 21). It is 

our hope that fellow K-16 educators join us in and advocate for such work in schools as we 

continue to take this journey of reflection, storytelling, and bridge-building toward CSP. 

 



 The second paper, “Using Literacy to Explore Heteronormativity with Second Graders,” 

was part of a symposium called “What’s the T? Queer Realities and Queer Possibilities in K-12 

and Teacher Education.” The symposium consisted of a series of papers that will be published in 

the forthcoming edited book, Disruptive Views of Gender and Sexuality in K-12 and Teacher 

Education. This session advanced scholarly inquiry on the inclusion and affirmation of LGBTQ 

stakeholders in K12 and teacher education. The presentations offered examples of efforts that 

both facilitated equitable learning and professional contexts for queer members of the school 

community as well as disrupt dominant heteronormative discourses and practices. Ultimately, 

participants provided “the T”, the truth and tales of LGBTQ teachers, students, school leaders, 

teacher-educators and educational researchers working to dismantle heteronormativity. The 

session provided recommendations to move beyond schools as safe spaces towards institutions 

unencumbered by the confines of the heteronormative paradigm. 

 

 In my paper, I used queer theory to position identities (including queer identities) as 

multiple and shifting (Jagose, 1996). Understanding the ways heteronormativity is structured and 

maintained—even in a primary classroom—is of importance to my study. Butler (1990) 

characterizes the “heterosexual matrix” as the rules that govern and reify dichotomous and 

narrow understandings of male and female, and that rely on the understanding that desire is only, 

or most acceptable, when experienced between men and women who express their genders in the 

most powerful and desirable ways (Connell, 1987). By locating and recognizing gender/sexual 

subjectivities that are cast to the margins by heteronormativity (i.e., non-heterosexuality and non-

normative expressions of gender), I employ queer theory to engage in a disruption on discourses 

considered normal.  

 

 The data was from a fifteen week after-school literacy club with six second-graders, 

taught by me, that occurred in early 2015. The children (three boys/three girls) were students in 

my second-grade classroom during the 2014-2015 school year. They attended a large, K-8 school 

in a diverse urban neighborhood. Over fifty languages are spoken by the students in the school, 

over 90% of students qualify for free or reduced lunch, and most of the students are first- or 

second-generation Americans and are classified as English Learners. The six children in this 

study mirror the demographics of the school.  

 

 Data was in the form of audio recordings of the read alouds/literature discussions. The 

audio recordings were transcribed, coded, and critically analyzed after the completion of the 

project, using Rymes’ (2009) concept of “language in use” to explore how outside social factors, 

the context of the discourse of my classroom, and how an individual’s words are all interpreted 

in interactions. 

 

 During my initial analysis, I noticed the complexity and conflicting nature of the 

discourses that emerged. The two most salient and broadest categories of discourse were coded 

as rejections (of non-normative expressions of gender/sexual identity) and disruptions (of 

heteronormativity). Further analysis highlighted that the ways the children in the study engaged 

with issues relevant to non-heterosexuality and/or non-normative gender expressions were 

nuanced and attended to the variety of ways the children’s discourses reified, challenged, and/or 

disrupted heteronormativity. 

 



 There is a large gap in understanding the ways LGBT-related topics surface in primary 

classrooms. Though scholars have highlighted the ways that young children reify 

heteronormativity in primary classrooms (Blaise, 2005 & 2009), there are few empirical studies 

highlighting primary-grades teachers’ attempts at grappling with issues related to homophobia 

and heteronormativity. This paper can assist other teachers and teacher-educators as they explore 

such issues in their own particular contexts. 

 

Supporting My Future Research 

 This travel award allowed me to make connections with other scholars who research 

culturally sustaining pedagogies in literacy classrooms as well as queer studies in education—

both of which align with my scholarly interests and pursuits. Presenting these papers allowed me 

to develop each paper into manuscripts that will either be published or are currently under review 

in peer-reviewed journals.  

 

 

 


