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As with Sunset High’s GSA, Ryan’s club was concerned with educating teachers and 

garnering their backing so they could support student learning after the opt-in trans panel (i.e., 

facilitate a debriefing session with youth): 

Researcher: So, what was done about staff? 

Ryan:  …I wasn't so much in a leadership role last year so I didn't know, like, 

all of the details; but they basically - at a staff meeting - showed some 

videos. We had the [trans] student at our school, who is still currently 

going to our school, speak at the meeting and a lot of teachers made 

comments to her like, ‘that was a really great job,’ ‘I'm glad you came 

and spoke.’ So, she spoke and then…the vice president, who’s very 

involved with the [GSA], did a little more background and talked 

about what [the GSA] wanted to do. 

Researcher: Okay. 

Ryan:  The biggest thing is we can kind of throw all of this information at the 

students, but if they don't have a teacher to kind of talk them through 

it to work through it and say, ‘what are you thinking’? [emphasis 

added] because it could be overwhelming for some students.  Or some 

students could not understand or...that understanding could kind of 

lead to like, some negative comments coming back; so, we wanted to 

make sure the teachers understood it first. It was just really educating 

the teachers.  
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Here, Ryan described the challenges associated with the GSA undertaking trans education at 

Blessed Sacrament.  Her commentary magnifies the limits of the GSA’s proxy function, where 

members felt compelled to take action in the absence of an institutional commitment to trans-

informed education (Malatino, 2015).  The group drew heavily on the expertise of a trans student, 

demonstrating how personal narratives are frequently and unfairly relied upon to teach about trans 

identities, expressions, and experiences (Beauchamp & D’Harlingue, 2012; Malatino, 2015).  

Below, Sage unknowingly summarized problematic expectations associated with having trans 

people speak at such special events: 

…the student…got up in front of a large number of classes and basically talked 

about ‘this is who I am.’ Just was very open to any question…and there were 

some really interesting questions. We were really worried about possible 

backlash, but there wasn’t any and, in fact, students were very supportive, even 

more so. It was pretty powerful, I think. 

Although Sage believed the panel was successful, by relying on trans people to speak about their 

‘Othered’ experiences (Kumashiro, 2002), they are often further marginalized, as Malatino (2015) 

purports: 

A troubling contradiction shapes this practice: it centers attention on trans and gender-

nonconforming individuals in an effort to highlight the discrimination we encounter, 

while simultaneously being shaped by a dynamic that risks further harming us.  There 

is an enormous psychic cost to answering the sometimes well-intentioned but often 

misinformed and deeply intimate questions that crop up (p. 397). 
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Besides potentially being exposed to invasive and inappropriate questions, Beauchamp and 

D’Harlingue (2012) argue that, “While [they are] often assumed to undo assumptions about the 

sex-gender binary, question-and-answer sessions based on personal experience might instead 

(re)produce ideals of normative gender as attached to particular bodily configurations, positioning 

the transgender-identified speaker as an abnormal object of inquiry” (p. 44).  Unfortunately, rather 

than affirming gender diversity, guest speaking engagements, such as the trans panel at Blessed 

Sacrament, tend to ‘Other’ trans folks (Beauchamp & D’Harlingue, 2012; Malatino, 2015). 

Although Sage stated that the trans student did not encounter any ‘backlash’ from the event, 

Ryan recalled: “last year…after the panel…there was some negative feedback, but then a lot of 

people stood up for that. So, we're working toward more acceptance and we're getting there…”  

Here, Ryan explained that the group was working on anti-transphobic education (i.e., safety for 

and tolerance of trans folks) (Kumashiro, 2002), rather than anti-cisnormative education, which 

broadly addresses questions of gender privilege in which we are all implicated. (Serano, 

2007/2016).  Ryan disclosed that in response to a student who ‘tweeted’ a transphobic comment 

following the panel event, some of her peers interjected by calling the student out and informing 

staff members. Despite this troubling act of transphobia, Ryan wholeheartedly believed that the 

trans panel was successful because the school community learned about the ‘Other’ (Kumashiro, 

2002): 

I know from the two panels I saw in grade nine and ten and then from the panel last 

year…it's a more personal connection. You see that person in the halls. I know in grade 

nine it was like, an eye opener for me; like, ‘oh this is a student I ride the bus with.’ It 

really brings the students back and all the kids sitting in [the room] can…realize, ‘oh 

it’s just another student I have class with’ or ‘I never would have known’...[It] reaches 
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out to students more when there are students from our school on it [emphasis 

added]…It…engaged students a bit more to know this is a student that's in the halls 

every day…It's the students we're trying to target so it’s better to go from a student’s 

perspective [emphasis added]…It's really important to have that student involvement 

and that's where [GSA] this year has been very student run, and there have been times 

where it doesn't work out so much and, like, there isn’t enough student involvement, 

but it’s our group. It’s students we're trying to connect with, so it’s really important 

for it to kind of come from us in a way. 

 

Despite Ryan’s argument that speaking engagements are particularly effective because they 

promote empathy development for the ‘Other,’ Britzman (1995) insists that “…techniques for 

attitudinal change” are unsuccessful in unsettlingly heterosexist beliefs which underpin anti-gay 

prejudice and discrimination (p. 158).  Consistent with Britzman, Malatino (2015) articulates that 

there are clear limits and problems to this approach since invited speakers stand in for and are used 

in lieu of a systemic commitment to a more sustained and integrated trans-informed approach to 

education.  In particular, Malatino (2015) points out that anti-transphobic pedagogical strategies, 

such as panels, are “…inadequate for increasing awareness and action regarding the intense 

institutional and systemic discrimination trans and gender nonconforming folk regularly 

encounter” (p. 399).  Rather, she argues that guest speaking engagements frame trans and intersex 

people as “…exemplary disruptive bodies” and obscure cisgender people’s complicity in gender 

systems that reinforce cisnormativity (p. 402).  In this respect, as opposed to relying on the ‘Other’ 

to educate the masses (Kumashiro, 2002), formal schooling must prompt critical discussions that 

enable staff and students to unpack cisgender privilege through more formal and integrated 
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educational and curricular programs that are driven by and have more institutional support for the 

provision of resources and implementation. 

Organizing Around the ‘Other’: Negating Systemic Issues.  The three GSA-

spearheaded panels helped build a foundation for further school-wide educative work according 

to Ryan and Parker who were the official co-leaders of the club.  During the year when data were 

collected, Blessed Sacrament’s GSA planned and organized an allyship week, which culminated 

in a mandatory assembly where an ‘out’ athlete spoke about her experiences in competitive sport.  

An email that Micha sent to all staff members described how Blessed Sacrament was selected by 

the Catholic Teachers’ Association, who partnered with two community agencies (i.e., a GSRM 

organization and a sport association), to have the ‘out’ female athlete speak at their school.  This 

athlete was described as someone who “…has committed herself to working to combat 

homophobia in sports and to provide resources for LGBT athletes.”  Importantly, the email did not 

explicitly mention transphobia, and this absence was reflected in the way that the athlete 

inadvertently, but problematically, erased trans athletes in her talk.  The email also communicated 

that the assembly was a “…celebration of the international day against homophobia, biphobia, and 

transphobia.”  Micah admitted that the mandatory assembly was monumental considering the 

Catholic system’s history of vetting anti-homophobic initiatives (see Callaghan, 2012, 2016; Grace 

& Wells, 2015; Love & Tosolt, 2013).  He exclaimed: “…the fact that the Catholic Teachers 

Association in coordination with [a GSRM organization] and [a sport organization] was able to 

bring someone in without any context other than get up on the stage…I remember…when EGALE 

put that survey out and no Catholic board participated.”  Although Micah hailed the board as 

supportive since the “…superintendent was sitting front row, was very supportive of it,” he also 

highlighted the pervasiveness of “…Catholic heterosexist domination” (Callaghan, 2015, p. 20) at 
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Blessed Sacrament.  Afterall, the superintendent was not simply there to show support; they were 

arguably there to “…both intentional[ly] and nonsubjective[ly]…imbue…with calculation” 

discussions about non-normative sexualities in a Catholic educational context (Foucault, 1978, p. 

95).  

To inform educators about the GSA’s week-long activities, an email was developed by the 

three GSA advisors, Micah, Sage, and a third advisor - a guidance councillor at the school, and 

sent to all staff members.  It read as follows: 

…students and staff are invited to wear purple as a sign of solidarity in combatting 

hate and harassment directed towards those individuals who identity as a sexual 

minority…In order to build awareness there are facts concerning members of the 

LGBTQ community on [the school website] throughout the week, students are able to 

have their nails painted at lunch (one colour of the rainbow each day) as a sign of 

solidarity, and posters are placed throughout the school. 

This email listed allyship as the purpose of the group’s planned initiatives.  Wearing purple and 

nail painting were two prominent ways in which the GSA’s pedagogy/activism was organized 

around key events where school members could visibly support sexual and gender minorities.  

Although the email described wearing a purple shirt as an act of support for “…individuals who 

identity as a sexual minority,” when asked if trans identities and experiences were included under 

the umbrella of “sexual minority,” Micha responded: “Yeah…but, because it’s only one named 

student and then a couple of other students you anecdotally connect with, there isn't that same sort 

of drive.”  Here, he insisted that trans people were included in the term that was commonly 

employed at Blessed Sacrament, but most of the club’s focus was on sexuality issues since there 

were only a few ‘out’ trans students.  The club’s lack of attention to gender minorities within their 
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educative initiatives exemplifies Johnson, Singh, and Gonzalez’s (2014) assertion that “…the 

experiences of LGBT youth often focuses more on sexual orientation than gender 

identity/expression, thereby rendering the experiences of TQQ [transgender, queer, and 

questioning] students virtually nonexistent” (p. 421). 

Ryan, a “female” student who preferred not to label her sexuality, explained that the purpose 

of the group’s week-long efforts was to “rais[e] awareness” and the “…whole idea was to gain 

allies…”  Taylor, a straight cisgender female, echoed Ryan’s insights by explaining that the GSA 

wanted school community members to take action to demonstrate their solidarity (see Utt, 2013) 

rather than simply learning about (Kumashiro, 2002) and developing empathy (Britzman, 1995) 

for the ‘Other’: 

Taylor:  …[the GSA] been educating people for the last few years so they 

wanted to focus on ally[ship]. So, they wanted to focus on people 

accepting more than being taught things [emphasis added]. 

Researcher: …So, in the first few years, learning more about the community 

and some issues, and now moving towards…actually being 

supportive? 

Taylor:  Yeah, they had panels and things with transgender people, and 

people that have had problems in their past and they just cannot 

talk about that. And, they have those, kind of interview kind of 

panel things for the school to watch... 

Researcher: So, was the club’s goal to encourage students to be allies? 



 

203 
 

Taylor:  It was to bring awareness and to see [who took] interest in being 

an ally and understanding. 

Researcher: So, what would you like students to do to be an ally? 

Taylor:  It’s usually just being accepting and not saying derogatory terms 

or you stand up for people that are LGBTQ and you’re just there 

for people, a friendly community [emphasis added]. 

Researcher: …so you would hope from all of the work that you’ve done in the 

club that it would inspire people to do that? 

Taylor:  Yeah. 

Above, Taylor relayed that the group’s efforts were aimed at motivating others to refrain from 

using homo/transphobic language, accepting sexual and gender minorities, and lobbying for 

‘LGBTQ’ human rights.  Here, the club was solely depicted as inciting empathy; yet, as Britzman 

(1995) contends, “…normal techniques of attitudinal change via provisions of information cannot 

address the problem of identification: how affective investments in identity as a means through 

which the self and the other can be secured actually work to dismiss gay and lesbian perspectives” 

(p. 159).  Thus, these anti-discriminatory outcomes were grounded in a generic anti-bullying 

agenda (Clarke & MacDougall, 2012; Niblett & Oraa, 2014) that was sanctioned at their Catholic 

school; “…[b]ecause underlying gender and sexuality norms [were] not challenged, the safety and 

tolerance focus [was]…less threatening…to adopt” (Griffin, 2004, p. 21). 

As previously stated, on the day of Blessed Sacrament’s first school-wide assembly, school 

community members were “…invited to wear a purple shirt with uniform bottoms to show their 

support of a community inclusive for all” (Online Announcement).  In the gymnasium, where the 
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assembly was held, I observed many staff and students wearing purple shirts, but on the whole, 

most people did not.  Azariah, a grade 10 student who identified as “straight” and “female,” agreed 

stating that “…barely anyone wore purple;” however, Taylor thought that a lot of people wore 

purple.  GSA members, such as Azariah and a grade nine student named Sawyer, suggested that 

most students were unaware that it was purple shirt day and oblivious to what it represented, 

despite the GSA’s efforts to advertise the event.  For example, an online announcement publicized 

the event and teachers were sent a reminder email about it, which stated: “[This Friday] will be a 

spirit day in which students and staff are invited to wear purple shirts as a sign of solidarity in 

combatting hate and harassment directed towards individuals who identify as a sexual minority.”  

It is unclear if teachers did in fact promote the event in their classes as they were expected to, 

which further illustrates the problem with one-off events as opposed to more systematic and 

systemic efforts to affirm sexual and gender diversity at school. 

In addition to wearing purple, students were invited to paint their nails at lunch.  Avery 

recalled that they “…managed to get a good amount of people the first day…We managed to 

convince a lot of people.”  He went on to explain: “…we had our posters and everything [and] they 

would come and we would explain…‘oh, this is in support of [the GSA],’ you know, ‘being an 

ally and this is in preparation for [the] assembly.’”  Avery found that the nail painting was 

successful in terms of its uptake, but there were a few students who mocked the activity: “Some 

of the younger grades were kind of like, ‘oh yeah, this is cool.  We should be doing this,’ but then 

[there was] the younger, more immature ones who were…doing it as a joke sort of, like, the male 

ones.”  The homophobic behaviours of Avery’s peers call for formalized education to move 

beyond the anti-bullying messaging that the club offered, but should not be expected to deliver.  

In particular, there needs to be more systemic support of the GSA’s efforts, and an integrated 
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approach on behalf of educators to combat “…illusions of continuity between sex, gender, and 

desire” (Butler 1993b, p. 317) vis-à-vis their heteronormative pedagogy and curriculum; this 

would go a long way in educating these male students about heteronormativity, heterosexism and 

compulsory heterosexuality.  Engaging in ongoing anti-heteronormative educational reform is 

essential since the anti-homophobic call of the GSA was lost to a student whom, shortly after the 

assembly (i.e., when students were exiting the building at the end of the school day), called their 

friend a “faggot.”   

Reinforcing Heteronormative Hegemony and Erasing Trans Experiences.  As with 

their previous three opt-in panels, the GSA scaffolded their first mandatory assembly by 

disseminating an email about the event to all staff members.  This email was delivered to ensure 

that all teachers could competently facilitate a debriefing session after the assembly.  Through their 

planned in-class discussions, the GSA “…travers[ed] boundaries of formal and informal education 

and expand[ed] the scope of activism and education…” (Schindel, 2008, p. 59).  In previous years, 

teachers could opt out of the panels (e.g., choose not to participate due to discomfort with subject 

matter); however, with the school-wide assembly teachers were expected to support students’ 

exploration of the subject matter, as Micah mentioned: 

Researcher:  …so…we just briefly talked about the emails that went out to 

staff alerting them about purple shirt day and the assembly and 

things like that. So, I was wondering if you could talk more 

about the debriefing questions for teachers…Not every school 

does that. 

Micah:  …I think part of that is a perceived capacity…I know in the 

early days…there was a lot of, ‘if you feel comfortable’ kind 
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of conversation because there are staff members in here with 

just their body language if not their direct comments tells me 

they're not comfortable with what we're doing…So they just 

theoretically opt out anyway. So, the idea of having [the email 

with debriefing questions] was very practical just in case [the 

guest speaker] went short there was something to do. But also 

for those folks who were comfortable having the conversation, 

just that there was something to direct it. It wasn't just, ‘hey 

what do you think’ [emphasis added]. 

Here, Micah stressed how the GSA wanted to prepare educators to have conversations because, as 

noted in Taylor et al.’s (2016) research, they were largely ill prepared to discuss gender and sexual 

minority topics, and unable to engage in meaningful dialogue about the GSA’s work without such 

prompts.  In this way, educators would be more inclined to opt in to discussing this content in their 

classes, rather than automatically dismissing it due to uneasiness or even disagreement.  Although 

imperfect, this strategy prepared educators to lead conversations in ways that reflected the 

intentions of the club (i.e., promoting safety and tolerance).  Consistent with Fraser’s (1990) work 

on counterpublics, it was clear that the GSA emerged “…in response to exclusions with dominant 

publics…” with the goal of extending their work into the wider school community (p. 67).  This 

demonstrated GSA members’ commitment to fostering a counter-hegemonic pedagogical and 

dialogical space at their Catholic school. 

An email was sent to educators one week prior to the assembly to provide teachers with 

ample time to review its contents and become more comfortable with the material.  The email is 

detailed below: 
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On behalf of [the GSA], please find attached a timetable and two seating plans for 

the full school assembly next Friday.... 

 

As described at the April staff meeting, [Blessed Sacrament] was selected by [an 

LGBTQ organization] and [a sport organization] to host an [athlete] who identifies as 

a sexual minority…[The athlete] has committed herself to working to combat 

homophobia in sports and to provide resources for LGBT athletes. 

The assemblies will be interactive with [the athlete] sharing her story and then taking 

questions from the audience. Students will be invited to ask questions via roaming 

microphones staffed by teachers and members of [the GSA]. Due to the nature of the 

address, timing will be fluid and so, while each assembly is scheduled for one hour 

(plus travel time), teachers may want to be prepared for a slightly shorter event…If 

time does remain, please feel free to debrief with your students. Possible questions 

could include: 

  *   What struck you about what [the guest speaker] shared? Did anything she shared 

challenge you in any way? 

  *   Was there anything she shared that you found yourself agreeing with? 

  *   What struggles might a sexual minority athlete face? 

  *   What changes might make it easier for an athlete who identifies as a member of 

a sexual minority? [emphasis added]. 

  *   In light of what the speaker shared, what are some ways that our school might be 

more supportive of people who are LGBTQ so that they feel safe and welcome? 
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The pedagogical logic behind this special event was to provide education about the ‘Other’ 

(Kumashiro, 2002), with the ‘out’ female athlete confessing her difference to the audience who 

had authority to judge, punish, forgive, and tolerate her queerness (Foucault, 1978).  Contrary to 

the GSA’s intention, the demonstrative act of ‘coming out’ was an ineffective pedagogical strategy 

since it strengthened heteronormative hegemony by reinforcing the hetero/homosexual binary 

(Rasmussen, 2004); further, it perpetuated compulsory heterosexuality since the guest speaker’s 

public declaration of homosexuality reaffirmed heterosexuality as the ‘norm’ (Butler, 1993b).  The 

debriefing questions, which were created by the GSA advisors and the principal, captured how 

students were invited to discuss sexual minority issues in sport and extrapolate how they could 

take action to mitigate oppression at their school.  Although the majority of questions prompted 

youth to ponder how they could create safe moments for queer students (Goldstein et al., 2007), 

the fourth question prompted youth to analyze the heteronormative underpinnings of sport (i.e., 

identify queer moments) (Goldstein et al., 2007), and explore how heterosexuality is privileged 

and homosexuality is ‘Othered’ in sport (see Kumashiro, 2002).  Despite this thoughtful 

scaffolding, Sage believed that most teachers did not lead the assembly debrief: “I think what 

happened once people got back to class is - I would say more teachers just said, ‘okay, back to 

business,’ so I don’t think there was a lot of discussion.”  Sage’s commentary demonstrates how, 

in the absence of sustained institutional leadership, there was no real pedagogical commitment on 

behalf of teachers to affirm sexual diversity.  Sage’s observation was echoed by Avery who 

contended: “Usually when an assembly happens they discuss it the day and get that over with.”  

Both Sage and Avery’s insights demonstrated how sexual diversity content was marginal in 

comparison to the standard curricula, which relentlessly produces and privileges heterosexual 

subjectivity at school.   
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Unlike her colleagues, Sage led debriefing sessions with her classes.  She believed that the 

conversations inspired by the GSA permitted students to reflect on their own experiences with 

educators – some of whom made homophobic remarks (see Kosciw et al., 2012; Taylor et al., 

2011):  

…I would say I had the best discussions with grade 9…They had kind of a refreshing 

honesty about them; they often say what they think. I think they certainly have a lot of 

curiosity about, well, what’s it like to be gay or to be lesbian or to be trans…It sort of 

went from them asking specific questions to them just sort of talking, sort of amongst 

themselves…Or they might have had friends that are still struggling and they would 

say, ‘well, I have a friend that and you know,’ and a number of them wanted to know 

what can I do to help somebody out that’s going through that. They are pretty good at 

putting themselves in someone else’s shoes and trying to imagine what that would be 

like, they’re empathetic in that way [emphasis added]. They got talking about bigotry 

and you know it’s just human nature and their sort of urge to make life better for people 

now compared to what it might have been like years ago…a lot of them discussed how 

they thought their parents might react if they were to come out to their parents and so 

there was a bit of time talking about that. Talking about, well, if I didn't feel I could 

come out to my family, ‘what can I do’? Some of them - well it depended on their 

personal experiences, but surprisingly most of them knew of somebody that was going 

through that or somebody that they suspected was going through that. I think by talking 

about it we were trying to get them to think about don't just be a bystander, especially 

in the early days we talked a lot about —well in the environment within [Blessed 

Sacrament] do you hear people making negative comments? So, that generated a lot 
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of conversation about not just other kids saying things, but comments by teachers, and 

that really bothered them [emphasis added]. I think they almost expect some of their 

classmates to be - I don't know what the word would be. But they, I guess they were 

disappointed that there were teachers that were also not particularly supportive and 

they sort of felt, ‘if you can’t support it, then don't say anything’ [emphasis added]. 

But, I gather there were some teachers that were joking about it, and I had run across 

that too with teachers saying, ‘why are you involved in that group’? Kids pick up on 

that, so that was a good part of the discussion.   

Sage believed that the debriefing activity was impactful since students were able to imagine what 

it would be like to be a sexual minority (i.e., sympathize with the ‘Other’) (Kumashiro, 2002).  

Contrary to Britzman’s (1995) insights, she insisted that empathy development was a successful 

pedagogical technique.  Yet, the combination of its isolated nature and its focus on education about 

the ‘Other’ (Kumashiro, 2002) unfortunately failed to promote critical thinking about heterosexist 

assumptions (Britzman, 1995).  As Griffin et al. (2004) note, “…a limitation of many [GSA] efforts 

is their focus on changing individual behavior and awareness rather than making more substantial 

institutional changes.  Although individual change is an important first component of making 

schools safe for LGBT students, sustained changes in school climate and structure require a 

systemic approach” (p. 20).  Sage’s commentary also spotlights how the GSA and its members 

were standing in for teachers who should be routinely engaging in this work.  Overall, the club’s 

activist efforts were linked to their anti-homophobic pedagogical agenda insomuch that the GSA 

was seeking to create dialogic spaces not only for students, but for educators. 

An ‘out,’ cisgender female athlete spoke at Blessed Sacrament’s assembly.  This athlete 

conveyed that the purpose of her talk was to speak about “…ways to make world of sport inclusive 
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for everyone.”  Despite this declaration, her talk focused explicitly on sexuality in sport, and akin 

to Village High’s guest speaker, she failed to discuss trans issues in athletics (Sykes, 2011; Sykes 

& Smith, 2016).  She began by describing her specific sport, which spanned the majority of the 

talk.  This observation was reflected by Sawyer, a grade nine student who recently joined the club; 

they thought that the assembly focused too much on her sport and not enough on “inclusion.”  

Likewise, Micah was admittedly disappointed with the speaker and described the assembly as “…a 

missed opportunity” to adequately explore gender and sexual minority issues.  After discussing 

her sport in great detail, the guest speaker shared her ‘coming out’ journey as an athlete.  She 

outlined how, after she ‘came to terms’ with her sexuality and came out to her coach, she was 

promptly advised not to tell anyone else.  This response, among other minority stressors, caused 

her to internalize the homophobic tendencies of others.  She feared that people would think she 

was “…using sport to be inappropriate” or in other words, leverage sport to meet woman.  The 

guest speaker also spoke about her rocky relationship with her mom.  After her formal presentation, 

she welcomed questions from the audience.  One student asked, “Did your mom get used to the 

idea of you being gay?” to which the athlete answered: “…it’s not easy for everyone to wrap their 

head around immediately.”  Unfortunately, her response unintentionally naturalized 

heterosexuality and justified homophobia by positioning non-heterosexual orientations as odd and 

challenging, and unlike heterosexuality, something to be tolerated.  Similarly, the guest speaker’s 

response to the following question was problematic.  When asked: “How did you figure out you 

were gay?,” she stated that she discovered her sexuality by comparing her feelings for (cisgender) 

men to that of (cisgender) women; by doing so she dismissed non-binary folks and unconsciously 

insinuated that transwomen are not ‘real’ women.  Moreover, the guest speaker’s assertion was 

cissexist because when she examined her feelings towards ‘women’ “…it’s a given that she [was] 
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referring only to cissexual women” (Serano, 2007/2016, p. 167).  Again, like the guest speaker at 

Village High, she assumed the gender and pronouns of a student who was posing a question, and 

by doing so she further perpetuated cissexism.  Besides these cisnormative blunders, the guest 

speaker naturalized sexual desire by insisting that everyone develops sexual feelings and that they 

“[don’t] just happen over night.”  The speaker discussed this process as ‘naturally’ unfolding 

throughout maturation – a problematic assumption that undermines the experiences of many 

asexual folks (AVEN, n.d.).  Rather than assuming that all people “…experience sexual attraction 

and that that attraction will be monosexual in nature…” (Serano, 2013, p. 202), the speaker should 

have refrained from essentializing sexual identity development and packaging it as fixed (Sullivan, 

2003).   

Although the assembly exposed the limits of guest speaking engagements (Malatino, 

2015), it was a step in the right direction according to Ryan who viewed the mandatory assembly 

as progress compared to optional panels.  In fact, Ryan was hopeful because she witnessed more 

people taking interest in the topic and less people speaking negatively about the group’s work 

afterwards: “Every year there has been more and more build up…with the speaker this year there 

wasn't much negative feedback. A lot of people were interested in it…So we're kind of moving 

forward and I've definitely seen that over the last few years.”  It was clear that GSA members 

wanted the whole school to receive sexuality and gender-related education, which is why they 

were compelled to take on the educative responsibility of teachers and administrators.  If educators 

followed the lead of GSA members and regularly integrated queer and trans-informed 

understandings into their classes, these students would probably not have felt obligated to do so 

themselves. 
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Enacting Catholicity: Vetting GSA’s Educative Content 

GSA members were also motivated to educate the wider school community through a 

poster campaign and a variety of online announcements.  Unfortunately, both of these passive 

initiatives were vetted through school staff in ways that silenced queer and trans content at Blessed 

Sacrament.  In terms of the posters, Taylor stated that students “…picked school appropriate quotes 

and stuff,’ which demonstrated how they policed their own work based on the expectations of 

school employees.  Following Callaghan (2014b), Taylor’s commentary exposed how school 

authorities (i.e., GSA advisors) scanned the posters and online announcements to ensure that it did 

not contravene Catholic doctrine (e.g., affirm marriage equality).  Taylor expressed that the posters 

were meant to “…promote our [GSA] week and…catch people’s attention about the LGBTQ 

society.”  To attract attention, Ryan said that celebrities who were “…popular for being LGBTQ 

or being an ally…” were selected.  Ryan explained that they were originally looking for quotes 

from allies, but the group eventually decided on the four well-known celebrities (i.e., Figure 1: 

Ellen Page, Figure 2: Wanda Sykes, Figure 3: Ellen DeGeneres, and Figure 4: Pope Francis).  The 

posters were drawn from online images that showcased a celebrity and one of their infamous 

quotes.  Group members printed multiple copies of each of the four posters and displayed them 

around the school a couple of days before the commencement of their allyship week. 
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Figure 1: Ellen Page - “What I have learned is that love, the beauty of it, the joy of it, and yes even 

the pain of it is the most incredible gift to give and to receive as a human being and we deserve to 

experience love fully, equally, without shame and without compromise.” 

 

Figure 2: Wanda Sykes – “How can you stop people from loving each other?  How can you get 

upset about loving?” 
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Figure 3: Ellen DeGeneres – “I was raised around heterosexuals, as all heterosexuals are, that’s 

where us gay people come from…you heterosexuals.” 

 

Figure 4: Pope Francis – “If someone is gay and he searches for the Lord and has good will, who 

am I to judge” 
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The first two posters, Figure 1: Ellen Page and Figure 2: Wanda Sykes, reflected a Catholic 

pastoral view that reminded staff and students that: “In a Catholic school we recognize and accept 

each and every student as a child of God who is to be treated with respect and love” (Ontario 

Catholic School Trustees’ Association, 2012, p. 6).  But, contrary to the affirming messaging on 

Ellen Page’s poster, the faith-based force in operation at Blessed Sacrament produced stigmatizing 

discourses about queerness (Foucault, 1978); as Callaghan (2010) argues, a caveat of Catholic 

education is, “Love the sinner, [and] hate the sin” (p. 85; see also, Martino, 2014).  The Wanda 

Sykes poster exposes the limits of a Catholic view on pastoral care because, whether intentional 

or not, her quote was taken out of context to promote love and tolerance, rather than marriage 

equality, which was her intention.  Wanda Sykes’s true sentiments are outlined below in Figure 5: 

Wanda Sykes (Gay Marriage Oregon, n.d.). 

 

Figure 5: Wanda Sykes – “When my wife and I leave California, I want to have my marriage 

recognized in Nevada, Arizona, all the way to New York.  How can you stop people from loving 

one another?  How can you get upset about loving?” 
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When decontextualized, Wanda Sykes’s political view on marriage equality was lost.  It is 

unknown if staff or students purposely censored this specific quote, but Ryan did mention that the 

GSA contemplated including marriage equality quotes on their posters, but they ultimately 

conceded due to their Catholic school context: 

…we are a Catholic school we do have to be careful [emphasis added] and there were 

a bunch [of people] talking about [how] all people should be able to get married and 

we're like, ‘we need to step back from that’ because the Catholic Church, I guess, 

hasn't fully like, don't agree with that and don't agree with marriage [equality]…just 

because we are still a Catholic school and we have to be careful [emphasis added].  

So, we took a couple quotes out that we couldn't show…there were just some we 

couldn't really, that we didn't want to put up because we didn't want to rock the boat 

and kind of stir stuff up. Because...admin was very much, like, ‘okay, yes you can do 

this, but you know we have to be careful’… 
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Regardless of the club’s aim, the censoring of marriage equality reinforced “…Catholic doctrine 

that confines homosexuals to a lifetime of chastity and celibacy…” (Callaghan, 2015, p. 20).  

Rather than contesting theological provisions, the GSA conceded to the limitations exerted on 

them (McEntarfer, 2011), and by doing so, internalized how it is somehow “…acceptable to be 

lgbtq but not to do lgbtq…” (Callaghan, 2015, p. 10).  Figure 3: Ellen DeGeneres is an interesting 

poster because it can be read both literally and figuratively.  First, Ellen describes how, as a gay 

woman, she was born to two heterosexual (cisgender) people.  In effect, her gayness is ironically 

a product of a male and female partnership.  Second, by employing the queer theoretical insights 

of Foucault (1978) who states that in the “Nineteenth-century homosexual became a personage…a 

type of life, a life form, and a morphology” (p. 43), Ellen’s words problematize how sexual acts 

have come to determine who a person is (i.e., queer people have queer sex and this is strange).  

Unlike the previous two posters (i.e., Figure 1: Ellen Page and Figure 2: Wanda Sykes), which 

advocated for love and acceptance, Ellen’s poster calls for sexual democratization. 

In the following quote, Avery, a sexual minority, summarizes how GSA members settled 

on these particular celebrities: “…the Pope because the whole Catholic perspective and Ellen 

DeGeneres and Ellen Page, you know two big lesbian icons. Wanda Sykes. People that people 

know and like; people that people enjoy. So, I thought it would be really positive.”  Like Avery, 

Taylor communicated that “since we’re a Catholic school, it was kind of like a Catholic point of 

view, so I think that’s why they put [the Pope] there.”  It was clear that the group was savvy in that 

they consciously navigated their Catholic context by displaying posters that promoted the 

acceptance of sexual minorities.  Because students attended a Catholic school, the group 

strategically and knowingly worked the limits of doctrinal constraints by “…pick[ing] school 

appropriate quotes and stuff” that would not contravene Catholic doctrine, as Taylor recalled.  
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Although GSA members, such as Avery, Ryan, and Taylor, were content with the posters, the 

Pope’s infamous quote, much like Wanda Sykes’ comment, was taken out of context; this 

oversight elided the heterosexist undertones that are masked in the illusion of acceptance.  With 

this quote, the Pope does not indicate that he or the Church ‘accepts’ queer sexuality (Kuruvilla, 

2016); rather, he voices that sexual minorities should not be treated poorly – a safe moment (see 

Goldstein et al., 2007).  By no means does the Pope condone or affirm queer sexualities (Kuruvilla, 

2016) – a positive moment (see Goldstein et al., 2007).  When asked to clarify the intention behind 

his words, the Pope emphasized that sexual minorities must repent for their sexual deviance and 

remain chaste:  

I prefer that homosexuals come to confession, that they stay close to the Lord, and that 

we pray all together. You can advise them to pray, show goodwill, show them the way 

[emphasis added], and accompany them along it.” (Kuruvilla, 2016).   

Here, the Pope reaffirmed heterosexist Church teachings that champion sex as something that 

should only exist between a married man and women who intend to procreate – a feat that is 

unfairly projected onto cisgender queer folks:  

All actions involving human sexuality are morally assessed in reference to its two-fold 

meaning and purpose, mutual love of the spouses and an openness to life. If a person 

acts in a way that goes against this meaning it is also viewed as an act against the virtue 

of chastity. This assessment is the same for all people, whether heterosexual or those 

with same-sex attraction (Ontario Catholic School Trustees’ Association, 2012, p. 8).   

Although Avery declared that: “The Pope was, like, the ally of it all,” this assertion is questionable 

since the Pope’s words reiterated the Church’s moral regulatory authority in Catholic education 
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(Martino, 2014).  On the one hand, the obscure poster campaign and its anti-homophobic proxy 

functioned to magnify the anti-heteronormative educational deficiencies at Blessed Sacrament, but 

on the other it also represented a strategic pedagogical intervention and savviness on part of the 

students to navigate a doctrinal context that disavows same-gender desire and sexual diversity.  

Although Callaghan (2009) contends that “Changing deep-rooted convictions or prejudices 

requires sustained discussion and intellectual probing, activities that are usually available in 

classroom settings…” (p. 1), these students demonstrated that despite limited systemic support and 

integration they found ways to strategically navigate the system, and to work at its limits with the 

view to mobilizing power in productive ways that led them to creating a space for affirming and 

embracing GSRM individuals; albeit, according to the delimited terms of a logics of “love the 

sinner, hate the sin” discourse. The students navigated such trade-offs and were at the heart of the 

productive effects of such pedagogical manoeuvres. 

In addition to the poster campaign, the GSA created gender and sexual minority-related 

online announcements.  Like the posters, the proposed announcements were also reviewed by 

school staff before they could be published during the group’s allyship week.  One of the grade 

nine GSA members, Taylor, was tasked with developing facts that could posted each day during 

allyship week: 

Taylor:  I was just kind of looking for facts on different websites and stuff. 

And then, I had to find eight or something different facts and I put 

them in a PowerPoint. And then, I submitted them to [the advisor] 

who put them on the -- who gave it to somebody else and put it on 

the [school website]. 

Researcher: Okay. And it was a one fact a day? 
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Taylor:  Yeah, we did it one fact a day and then I just had that PowerPoint 

with different ones, and then she just kind of chose from the 

different facts to put on the day [emphasis added]. 

Researcher: Okay. So, can you give me some examples of some of the facts? If 

you don’t know them offhand, it’s okay. 

Taylor:  There was one that was saying that Native American tribes found 

same-sex relationships were sacred and stuff. And then, there’s 

different facts about how stuff became legalized like same-sex 

marriage [emphasis added]…and there’s a whole bunch of stuff 

about that. 

Researcher: Yeah. 

Taylor:  And, there was one about how trans men or trans women…like, 

they’re still women and men [emphasis added]. They’re not what 

they were before they were trans I guess. I don’t know how that -- 

yeah. 

Taylor communicated that she developed a list of facts on a PP presentation and submitted it to 

the GSA advisors for approval.  Her list was important because, in her words, people at school 

“…needed knowledge on what was going on” about Two-Spirit peoples, marriage equality – a 

prominent topic in the news at the time, and trans identities.  To find different facts she explored 

a variety of websites and selected the “good ones.”  Although Taylor’s list provided much needed 

anti-colonial, anti-homophobic, and anti-cisnormative educational moments, much of her 

suggestions were not published online.  Micah described his role in monitoring and approving the 
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content in relation to the expectations of school administration (see Wernick, Kulick, Dessel, & 

Graham, 2014).  He was willing to take chances so long as it would not comprise the group: 

I happened to be in [another advisor’s] office. She said, ‘Hey, look at this.’ I said, 

‘Hmm, I’m not sure about that one, but okay, if we’re going to get push back, that’s 

where it will be. Let’s go for it.’ She said, ‘Okay.’ And then, she emailed…the 

secretary, and they went out.   

Censoring marriage equality – a prominent issue raised by Catholic bishops and trustees (Liboro 

et al., 2015) - was to be expected because Micah previously cautioned the group about including 

such information.  He informed GSA members that including content on marriage equality could 

compromise the strides they had made as a group and force administration to step in.  Ryan, who 

did not identify as a sexual minority, was happy that her advisor was truthful because, as she 

related: “I'd rather them say straight up, ‘okay, admin’s going to be mad about this; let’s not do it.’ 

We don't want something to happen and them say you can't do this next year.”  While it was clear 

that GSA members were strategically navigating the Catholic education system to push their 

agenda forward, they unfairly encountered obstacles to their work.  Micah acknowledged this by 

signalling that the vetting process was flawed: 

…whether it’s good or bad, [the online announcements] wouldn’t have been the way 

it would happen five, six years ago. Five, six years ago, it probably wouldn’t have been 

there anyway. If they were there, it would have gone through two levels of screening 

with the school, the supervisor, the administrator…got kicked up to the consultant. It 

depended on the timeframe it would have gone from the consultant to [an advisory 

committee]. That would have taken a year… 
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Although the process was more streamlined then in previous years, students were tasked with 

expertly navigating the system; as such, they “…utiliz[ed] forms of pedagogy that embod[ied] 

political interests that are emancipatory in nature” (Giroux, 1985, p. 195).  For example, Taylor 

spoke out against social injustices by creating online announcements that contained 3/8 facts that 

affirmed marriage equality and others that validated gender diversity.  While many of Taylor’s 

facts were dismissed because they contravened Catholic values (i.e., marriage is reserved for a 

man and a woman), addressing marriage equality within Catholic education may be futile because 

it is not condoned by the Church.  However, the filtering of these facts is curious since same gender 

couples have had the right to marry in Ontario since 2005.  In this way, it demonstrates how “The 

marriage relation [is] the most intense focus of constraints…it [is] under consent surveillance…” 

(Foucault, 1978, p. 37) in Catholic education.  The filtering of online announcements through a 

Catholic lens exemplifies how compulsory heterosexuality (Butler, 1993b) was enforced at school 

through the imposition of “canonical bits of knowledge…” (Foucault, 1978, p. 30).  Overall, it 

begs to question how marriage equality is permitted to be censored since “Canadian Catholic 

separate schools are publicly-funded and are accordingly operated by civil authorities, which 

makes them accountable to provincial governments rather than Church authorities” (Callaghan, 

2015, p. 25).   

 Taylor’s list also included the following facts: “In ancient Greece and also in Native 

American Tribes, same sex relationships were considered sacred” and “It’s definitely a myth that 

trans women aren’t ‘real’ women, or that trans men aren’t ‘real’ men.  Your gender doesn’t 

necessarily mean the gender you had at birth, it’s the gender you truly identify as.”  It is unclear 

whether these two suggestions were published because I could not locate all of the approved 

announcements, but I believe that this is highly unlikely since the first fact affirmed queer 
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sexualities and the second questioned cissexist assumptions that invalidate trans identities (Serano, 

2007/2016).  The following two facts were not developed by Taylor, but appeared online: “40% 

of homeless teens identify as LGBTQ” and “LGBTQ teens are 4 times more likely to attempt 

suicide than straight kids.”  As opposed to Taylor’s suggestions, these facts positioned GSRM 

youth as mere victims of oppression (see Grace & Wells, 2015; Elliott, 2015; Mayo, 2008; Talburt, 

2004).  The creation of alternative facts, which emphasized how sexual and gender minorities are 

in need of protection, was consistent with the Catholic educational stance of social justice in terms 

of promoting safe (i.e., anti-discrimination) rather than positive (i.e., affirmative) or queer (i.e., 

anti-heteronormative) moments (Goldstein et al., 2007).  The next case also explores how school 

staff attempted to dilute the GSA’s anti-hetero/cisnormative agenda, and how youth responded to 

faith-based constraints imposed by their Catholic school. 

Holy Names 

 

The GSA at Holy Names was a small group of senior students who were good friends 

outside of the club.  All students who were interviewed and/or completed diary entries were 

GSRMs; as such, the following data fill significant empirical gaps on the experiences of sexual 

and gender minority GSA members in publicly-funded Catholic high schools within Canada 

(Callaghan, 2012, 2015, 2016a; Grace & Wells, 2015).  To combat their hetero/cisnormative 

curricular experiences, GSA members desired to share their queer and trans-informed insights with 

their peers and teachers.  Although these students had a good relationship with their advisor, Drew 

- a straight male who believed that he had “…a good rapport with all the members of the 

community including the core conservative element,” which made him a “…a good mediator at 

times,” and the GSA offered a much-needed counter-hegemonic space to explore sexual and 

gender diversity at school, youth were unanimously discontent with the disciplining effects of the 
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Catholic education system’s “regulatory moral authority” (Martino, 2014, p. 215).  This section 

documents the tensions that exist between religiosity and queer rights at a publicly-funded Ontario 

Catholic school. 

Club Formation at Holy Names 

Morgan, a “female” youth who was questioning whether she was asexual, and Hunter, a 

“trans guy” who was “probably pansexual,” explained that, despite the recent passing of provincial 

policy to protect students’ rights to form GSAs in Ontario Catholic schools (Ontario Legislative 

Assembly, 2012), their former principal did not support the development of the club at Holy 

Names: 

Morgan: …when it started we had a principal who wasn't, like, into GSAs or 

anything like that, so it was more so just accepting and embracing 

everyone no matter what, rather than just focusing on that.  

Researcher: …just to be clear, your previous principal didn't want the group to 

focus on sexuality and gender stuff? 

Morgan:  Yeah.  

Here, Morgan communicated that religiosity impacted students’ ability to form a GSA (Callaghan, 

2016b).  As was the case in Callaghan’s (2016a) study, the prior principal steered students away 

from sexuality content and insisted that they focus on the broader goal of acceptance and inclusion 

– a more palatable endeavor in a Catholic educational context.  I followed up by asking Morgan, 

“Okay, so this principal actively didn't want the group?” and she replied, “Yeah, [a student] had 

went to him and said that she wanted a GSA…And he said, ‘no’ that he was afraid that it would 

become a ‘dating club.’  By inferring that a GSA was a dating club, the principal displayed anti-
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gay prejudice because no other clubs were positioned as such.  Hunter astutely knew that the 

principal was contravening educational policy since students were legally entitled to develop 

GSAs (Legislative Assembly of Ontario, 2012): “So, our last principal he was very ‘blah’ about 

it. He didn't want to have the group in the school, even though by law you're allowed to. If someone 

wants to make it, you're allowed to have one.”  Thankfully, Morgan noted, “…we got a new 

principal and kind of brought it back together and made it more GSA rather than [club name] doing 

everything in general.”  Morgan’s insights spotlight how sexuality and gender diversity were 

limited by the disciplining effects of Catholic doctrine as embodied by the institutional authority 

of the principal.  This Catholic conditioning was enacted by administration at Holy Names to craft 

the GSA in the image of the Church.  Although the new principal and the group’s current advisor, 

Drew, were more supportive of queer and trans-informed discussions within the club itself, GSA 

members still experienced homophobic impositions that hindered the group’s functioning outside 

of group meetings (i.e., the group’s public image and their educative and activist initiatives were 

monitored and policed by school staff).  Far from only experiencing homophobic resistance from 

their former principal, broader systemic issues were at play, illustrating an institutional 

commitment to erasing sexual and gender diversity. 

Catholic Conditioning: Crafting the GSA’s Image.  The public image of the GSA at 

Holy Names was crafted by school officials who took great efforts to regulate the club in the image 

of the Church.  Below, I will outline how administration made the club visible at school by 

distancing it from the traditional GSA brand (see Grace & Wells, 2015).  This was accomplished 

through a variety of efforts, such as calling the club a religiously-inspired name (i.e., an acronym 

which was assigned to the club by the principal), and creating pamphlets, posters, and a display 

case that conveyed a generic anti-bullying message (see Clarke & MacDougall, 2012; Niblett & 
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Oraa, 2014).  By contrast, GSA members did not believe that these materials represented their 

club.  In fact, Harper and others insisted that the name on these ‘club resources’ caused confusion 

because: “…people don’t know…Because it’s not called the GSA, it’s called [club acronym].  So, 

people – they don’t really know what’s going on there.”  Hunter and Harper voiced that the ‘club’ 

posters and pamphlets were created by staff the previous school year without their consultation.   

The GSA’s public image was rooted in Catholicity, which is why participants believed that 

others thought it was a religious club.  All club promotional materials were ingrained with Catholic 

doctrine.  Pamphlets, which were widely available and on display in the main office, included the 

following quote from the Pastoral Guidelines to Assist Students with Same Sex Orientation (2004): 

“Catholic schools have a clear obligation to transmit the Church’s moral teaching faithfully” (p. 

9).  By spotlighting a quote that was derived from a blatantly homophobic resource, the school re-

institutionalized the Church’s oppressive position on homosexuality; thus, rather than promoting 

the acceptance of or even tolerance for sexual minorities, it pathologized queer sexuality.  The 

pamphlet also contained the quote: “Journeying together on the path to discernment,” which 

communicated that students should embrace spirituality to guide their understanding and 

judgments.  This message reflected the Pope’s call for sexual minorities to be ‘shown the way’ and 

to remain chaste (Kuruvilla, 2016). 

The club’s mission statement, which was crafted by educators, was also listed in the 

pamphlet.  It confirmed that the group’s purpose was “…to promote acceptance and equality in 

our school community…to create a peaceful learning environment and raise awareness for mental 

and physical challenges, sexual orientation and gender and racial inequality.”  This mandate 

illustrated the school’s commitment to providing a safe and welcoming atmosphere, rather than 

challenging institutionalized oppression (Kumashiro, 2002), which exemplifies Airton’s (2013) 
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argument that “…making space for queerness in education has generally meant making space for 

queers (p. 541).  Rather than being explicit about the club’s sexuality focus, this statement also 

served to privilege Catholicity and subjugate queer knowledges at Holy Names (Foucault, 1978).  

The school’s call for tolerance and love, rather than anti-heteronormative critique, was also evident 

in the following pamphlet quote: “We are all children of God, created in His image, called to love 

and accept everyone.”  The pamphlet and poster, which will be detailed later, both bolstered a 

‘love the sinner, hate the sin’ moral philosophy, as evidenced in the following Jean Vanier quote: 

“…glory of human beings is not power, the power to control someone else; the glory of human 

beings is the ability to let what is deepest within grow.”  What is interesting about this quote is its 

reference to power and control, and the moral regulatory authority that is imbued across the poster 

and pamphlet messaging (see Martino, 2014).  More than embracing and celebrating heterogeneity 

– including queer and trans identities and expressions, the pamphlet was designed to reallocate 

power that was yielded by students who won the right to form GSAs in Ontario Catholic schools 

as a result of Bill 13 (Legislative Assembly of Ontario, 2012), and to reinstitute Catholic spiritual 

authority at Holy Names (Callaghan, 2014b, 2015; Martino, 2014).  Following Martino (2014), 

manipulating the club’s public image reflected how “…GSAs are constituted as undermining the 

moral and pastoral authority of the Church” (p. 214).  

Like the ‘club’ pamphlet, ‘club’ posters occupied much public space at Holy Names; in fact, 

almost every wall in the school (e.g., main office, classrooms, hallways, etc.) contained posters 

that the principal along with a few teachers created on behalf of the club.  These posters were so 

far removed from students’ experiences with the group that Morgan did not even know they 

existed.  When speaking about her ideal club she discussed the importance of being visible in the 

community, which to her meant displaying GSA posters: 
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Morgan  I don't know if that means doing posters or anything. 

Researcher: Okay. I noticed you have posters now. 

Morgan:  Do we? 

Researcher: Well they're [club’s name] posters.  

Morgan:  Oh.  

… 

Researcher: …you don't remember seeing any of the [club name] posters 

anywhere? 

Morgan:  Well I've seen the [club name] ones I guess, but I know our group 

hasn't put up any specific GSA information kind of posters [emphasis 

added] because of the fear that they might get taken down by people. 

Akin to Callaghan’s (2010, 2012, 2014a/b, 2015, 2016a/b) body of work, Morgan discussed how 

her Catholic school was not exactly accepting of sexual and gender diversity, which was 

undoubtedly linked to its purposeful silencing through the generic ‘club’ posters.  Like Morgan, 

Hunter did not consider the administrator-made posters to be the group’s; he was especially 

bothered by them because: “…they are kind of everywhere and they’re not very good.  It’s like, 

‘thanks.’”  He insisted that the posters were “really crappy” because they did not mention or even 

infer that the club was a GSA, which was how all youth participants perceived and experienced 

the group.  Instead, the poster fashioned the group’s assigned name (i.e., acronym) – a name that 

was “…a little bit too general…,” according to Hunter.  This generic acronym failed to capture the 
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essence of the club, as Hunter, Harper, and Peyton discuss below.  When describing the posters, 

Peyton exclaimed: 

I mean, it has acronyms on it, but it doesn’t really express what our actual motives 

are. I think it misrepresents us [emphasis added]…they don’t really tell you anything 

about the group. It just has [the club acronym] on it and that’s about it. Because this 

doesn’t tell you what we are or what we want to do to the community. 

Here, Peyton described how the generic club name misrepresented the group because it failed to 

communicate how GSA members were interested in sharing queer- and trans-informed 

understandings of sexuality and gender.  The purposeful omission of the GSA name was grounded 

in the Catholic education system’s disciplinary commitment to erasure, which is fundamental to 

the politics of shame (Martino, 2014).  GSA members were frustrated by this purposeful omission 

because, as Harper clarified, “…we all know it’s a GSA, why don’t we just call it a GSA,?” but 

“…people are really sensitive in the school about hearing the word gay”  Likewise, Hunter 

expressed that: “[Our club] tries to be - it is a GSA, but because it's a Catholic school they have 

some issues with anything non-heterosexual.”  It was clear that the authorities at Holy Names (i.e., 

the principal and partnering teachers) had issues with associating the word ‘gay’ with the group, 

which is why they manufactured the group’s public image to conform to the moral ideology of the 

Catholic Church.  Peyton and Harper’s insights signify how educators framed the club in an 

attempt to simultaneously celebrate differences whist denying gender and sexuality specificity.  

By privileging anti-bullying discourses in and through the generic branding of the club (Callaghan, 

2014a), Holy Names enforced the erasure of sexual and gender diversity.  

As opposed to GSA members, Drew – the GSA advisor, loved the acronym, although he 

initially had reservations about it:  
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I got to admit, at first, I was really worried about the language we were using. I love 

the idea behind [the group’s acronym] as a name. I was initially concerned that -- are 

we just doing this because we don't want to call it a GSA?  I think that’s how it may 

have started out in the first year [emphasis added]…the year before…I got involved 

there was some push back from the community based on the fact that the group existed. 

Despite policy that enables students to form GSAs and call them such in all publicly-funded 

Ontario schools (Legislative Assembly of Ontario, 2012), Drew confirmed that the school 

purposefully named it another, non-specific acronym, and that this decision was partially 

influenced by people in their small rural community.  Similar to Mussman’s (2011) findings, where 

school officials received disparaging phone calls from parents and community members in 

response to the GSA’s formation, parental surveillance shaped the development and functioning 

of the GSA at Holy Names.  When the group initially formed, a parent wrote a demeaning four-

page letter about the GSA and submitted it to the principal; in it, they positioned the GSA as a ‘gay 

dating club,’ which influenced the administration to exercise excessive caution with the group.  As 

was the case in some Ontario Catholic schools before the passing of Bill 13, Holy Names still 

“…did not use the word ‘gay’ anywhere in their title…” (Callaghan, 2014a, p. 30), which signified 

their unwillingness to follow Bill 13.   

Rather than the assigned acronym, Hunter wanted a club name with: “…words that describe 

us and what we stand for… A bunch of gay stuff!”  To authentically represent the group and 

convey the group’s queer and trans-informed nature, Hunter suggested that ‘club materials’ (i.e., 

posters and pamphlets) should include the acronym, GSA, and explicitly embrace sexuality and 

gender-related content.  Although Hunter suggested that the assigned acronym was not ‘bad,’ it 

was inconsistent with a queer and anti-cisnormative focus on sexual and gender diversity:  



 

232 
 

Hunter:  I have a lot of issues with the name of the group…It's not bad, it’s just 

- it really puts off what we're actually trying to do. In no way does it 

tell people that it's a GSA just from hearing it [emphasis added]. There 

are a lot of people who think it's a religious group or something totally 

different. Even like the -- have you seen the posters? where it’s [club 

acronym]. 

Researcher: Yes. 

Hunter:  They're not that great.  

Researcher: So, what about the posters is not great?  

Hunter:  Doesn't mention GSA anywhere.  

Researcher: Yeah.  

Hunter:  Never…it’s kind of almost beating around the bush that this is what 

it is, but they're not really telling people that… 

Researcher: So, what would you do to change the posters if you could? 

Hunter:  Either change the name to just calling it a GSA or have it stated 

somewhere clearly that it is a Gay-Straight Alliance [emphasis 

added]. 

Here, Hunter described how the current name was problematic since recognizing discrimination 

and mobilizing against it is more effective when identity boundaries are clear (Ghaziani, 2011).  

Further, generic names are not always easily linked to GSRM support, education, and advocacy, 
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and thus, may only be understood by specifying an explicit LGBT identity (Ghaziani, 2011).  As 

opposed to other acronyms, the name, ‘GSA,’ is a highly recognizable and meaningful brand in 

North American schools, as Grace and Wells (2015) purport: “…different names suggest that some 

individuals and institutions have a problem with what the GSA embodies or a problem with making 

spaces for SGM youth…A different name for a GSA raises questions about SGM presence and 

place” (p. 270). Harper noted that if staff did not object to it, she would name the club a GSA 

because it carries significant meaning: 

Researcher: …so if people weren’t apprehensive about that would you want to call 

it a GSA? 

Harper  Yeah.  Because everyone knows when they hear GSA… 

GSA members’ concerns about their assigned club name are particularly salient seeing how the 

‘GSA brand’ has been historically opposed in Ontario Catholic high schools (Houston, 2011a/b; 

Lapointe & Kassen, 2013).  What is striking about GSA members’ commentary is the 

hetero/cisnormative disciplining effects evident at this Catholic school in relation to the club’s 

name (see Callaghan, 2014a).  More than apprehension, the administrator exercised power to 

uphold Catholicity (Callaghan, 2016b) and contain sexual and gender diversity within a broader 

façade of social justice. 

In addition to ‘club’ pamphlets and posters, school officials designed and distributed ‘club’ 

T-shirts, which again did not represent GSA members’ collective identity or the group’s 

foundational GSRM focus.  The ‘club’ shirts: “...just…popped up and like, ‘This is the [club] 

shirt,’” as Harper recalled.  Like other ‘club’ materials, these shirts were developed without any 

input from GSA members, which spotlights how staff crafted the group’s public identity around 
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Catholicity (see Niblett & Oraa, 2014).  The staff-designed shirts were unsatisfactory to Roan 

because they wanted tie dye shirts or: “…something prettier than [school colours].”  Morgan 

thought a colourful club shirt would help get their name out, as opposed to having a generic school 

shirt that people did not associate with the GSA: 

Researcher: I remember Roan was talking about having tie-dye [shirts]…So is 

that something you would be interested in? Having a tie-dye shirt? 

Morgan:  Yeah.  I think it would be good because it gets our name out there. 

We are a group, we're not just that [school colours] shirt over there 

that kind of does stuff, but you don't really know about.  

Researcher: So, are they [club] shirts or are they just shirts in the school that 

people can buy that's like, ‘yay, let’s all treat each other with 

respect?’ 

Morgan:  I think it’s more so the latter than the first even though the intention 

might be for it to be the first. 

Here, Morgan expressed that the ‘club’ shirts, much like GSA restrictions documented in other 

publicly-funded Catholic schools (Clarke & MacDougall, 2012; Niblett & Oraa, 2014; Ontario 

Catholic School Trustees’ Association, 2012), communicated the generic message of respect and 

inclusion rather than explicit queer and trans affirmation.  By creating and selling generic ‘club’ 

items, the school espoused a concern for promoting homosexuality.  In essence, school officials 

tried to market the GSA as a social justice club rather than legitimize its anti-hetero/cisnormative 

premise.  Roan, Morgan, and Harper spoke specifically about the importance of designing GSA 

shirts that could be used to lobby for visibly and recognition at Holy Names – an anti-
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hetero/cisnormative political act given their Catholic educational context.  Besides being sold to 

staff and students, the ‘club’ shirt was proudly displayed in a front-of-school display case. 

Upon walking into Holy Names, a prominent display case helped reiterate the school’s 

unwavering commitment to tolerance rather than anti-oppression (Kumashiro, 2002).  The display 

case was yet another way in which administration enforced Catholicity at Holy Names by shaping 

“…the production of discourses on sex” (Foucault, 1978, p. 98).  The display case contained the 

following materials: 

- A banner with a picture of the Pope and his quote, “Who am I to judge”? 

- Two sets of hands – one rainbow and one with varying skin shades 

- An incomplete puzzle with 26 wood and 3 rainbow-coloured pieces 

- A ‘club’ shirt with the words: inclusivity (bolded), together, fun, we, pray, peace, think, 

love, etc. 

- A ‘club’ poster 

- A photo of arms with varying skin tones and the quote, “we are all equal” 

- An anti-bullying pledge, which reminded community members that since everyone is 

made in the image of God everyone should be respected and treated with dignity. 

The display case was another example of how administration attempted to pass the GSA off as an 

anti-bullying group (see Clarke & MacDougall, 2012; Niblett & Oraa, 2014).  Although some of 

the materials in the display case showcased queer symbols of pride (i.e., 3 rainbow-coloured puzzle 

pieces), they were partnered with more prominent messaging about inclusion and non-judgment, 

which typified how “…queerness…[is]…defined centrally by discourses of morality” Warner, 

1991, p. 13).  By advocating for tolerance, inclusion, equality, and non-discrimination, the school 

dismissed queer concerns about systemic inequities.  This was problematic because, much more 
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than individual bouts of homophobia, “…queer struggles aim not just at toleration or equal status 

but at challenging…institutions and accounts.  The dawning realization that themes of homophobia 

and heterosexism may be read in almost any document of our culture…” (Warner, 1991, p. 6).  

Unfortunately, this Catholic conditioning impacted GSA members’ work in the larger school 

community. 

Institutional Barriers to the GSA’s Educative Work 

Mirroring Callaghan (2016a) findings, the principal at Holy Names surveiled and regulated 

the queer educative and activist work of students, and GSA members found it challenging to work 

with the restrictions imposed on their club.  Harper, a “female” student who was “asexual,” 

disclosed that there were “…hoops and some extra ones…” to jump through.  These hoops were 

more apparent when it involved anything with: “…how the school sees us…We have to check and 

make sure.”  This institutional resistance stemmed from religiously-inspired tolerance, which 

threatened the club’s existence and overall functioning in the wider school community.  Harper 

expressed that the ‘hoops’ were not optional because she felt, at any time, the club could be 

disbanded if the group did not comply with administrative demands, as was the case in 

McEntarfer’s (2011) study with postsecondary students: 

Researcher: Okay. So that’s something that you’re worried about; that something 

could happen and maybe there wouldn’t be a club anymore? 

Harper:  Yeah…Like if we didn’t jump through all the right hoops and follow 

all the right instructions. 

Researcher: And, do you feel that it’s like that in other schools, too? 
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Harper:  I feel like more of the Catholic schools because we had a lot of 

difficulty getting started, so we worry that it can be just quickly 

taken away [emphasis added]. 

Harper’s fear was grounded in her own knowledge of and experience with GSA resistance in 

Catholic education (see Callaghan, 2014a/b; Lapointe, 2013; Martino, 2014).  Because of the extra 

‘hoops,’ GSA members felt discouraged, yet remained optimistic because, as Harper contended, 

it: “…Might not be to our standards, but it’s there.”  Is was clear that Harper was disgruntled by, 

yet still accepted the use of Catholic doctrine to vet the club’s activities and requests.  Above all, 

she embraced the school’s terms of condition in order to have a club.  Her insights illustrate how 

school staff sidestepped their professional duty to affirm sexual and gender diversity by insisting 

that the group “…focus mainly on Church teaching regarding homosexuality and the problem of 

homophobic bullying among students, rather than the anti-homophobia activism and LGBTQ pride 

that typify Gay/Straight Alliances” (Callaghan, 2014a, p. 30). 

Hunter experienced religiously-inspired vetting and authoritative resistance when he tried to 

include the words, ‘Gay-Straight Alliance,’ in a school announcement: 

I had made announcements that never got through, but I made them…They didn’t want 

gay straight alliance in it [emphasis added]…it was kind of a mess where I would have 

to walk down to [the principal’s] office and be like, ‘hey, does this sound better’? And 

she’d be like, ‘no, fix it.’  I didn’t want to keep doing this so I think I just forgot after 

a while…as of right now it’s fine, but with certain things it’s kind of a pain. 

Rather than supporting Hunter’s educative efforts, the principal acted within the constraints of a 

“…series of [heteronormative] aims and objectives…” to silence sexual diversity at Holy Names 

(Foucault, 1978, p. 95); this ultimately disheartened Hunter and caused him to disengage from his 



 

238 
 

activist work.  Hunter’s announcement initiative demonstrated how he had to ‘jump through 

hoops’ that were tethered to the regulatory moral authority of the Church (Martino, 2014).  This 

unjust vetting demonstrated how the GSA’s educative function was a constant site of relational 

negotiations of power (Foucault, 1978); it confined non-heteronormative sexualities to the private 

space of the GSA and located deviance and pathology within GSRM youth instead of the 

heteronormative learning environment (Linville & Carlson, 2010).  In effect, the GSA became an 

‘Othered’ space to contain and regulate queerness (Rasmussen, 2006).  The following exchange 

further documents how the school publicly silenced sexual and gender diversity, but permitted 

content involving other marginalized groups:  

Researcher: Have you ever put anything on the announcements to do with 

LGBTQ people? 

Hunter:  Uh uh. [no] 

Researcher: But, you have put on announcements for other things.  How do you 

feel about that? 

Hunter:  Hearing it like that it’s like, okay, they'll do other minorities, but not 

[LGBTQ people] that they are okay with hearing about on the 

announcements, so it’s kind of like, hmm [emphasis added]… 

Here, Hunter reflected on the oppressive nature of his Catholic school since they unfairly imposed 

sexuality and gender-based restrictions on the GSA.  Akin to Hunter, Peyton experienced, but 

ultimately accepted, religiously-inspired club restrictions: 

Peyton:  …since it’s a Catholic school, there are certain views and beliefs that 

we need to keep in mind [emphasis added]. But at the same time, it’s 
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not fair to us to have to listen to language like “gay” or whatever being 

used daily. 

Researcher: So, you said especially because this is a Catholic school, so I was 

wondering if you could talk about that just a bit more. 

Peyton:  Well, I mean, not all Catholics are like this, so I don’t want to put that 

stereotype on there, but I know these people that have certain negative 

views against gay people, thinking that’s wrong or it’s a sin and 

disgusting, and things like that… 

For Peyton, it was clear that people at her school held homophobic beliefs that were rooted in the 

Catholic moral imaginary (see Callaghan, 2016b).  This “…state of being in accordance with 

Catholic doctrine” (Callaghan, 2016b, p. 343) dictated what was moral and acceptable (i.e., 

heterosexuality) and what was immoral and shameful (i.e., homosexuality), and such 

heteronormative codes impacted school-wide GSA initiatives (e.g., announcements).  Although 

she refrained from labelling all Catholic people as homophobes (i.e., an individual manifestation 

of anti-gay beliefs), she understood that Catholic doctrine had heterosexist underpinnings - a 

systemic issue (see Warner, 1991).  Overall, what was fundamentally amiss about GSA members’ 

experiences at Holy Names was that “Canadian Catholic separate schools are publicly-funded and 

are accordingly operated by civil authorities, which makes them accountable to provincial 

governments rather than Church authorities” (Callaghan, 2015, p. 25). 

The GSA’s Limited School-Wide Reach 

Although “…it should not fall to members of a particular marginalized group to teach 

others about the oppression they face” (Serano, 2013, p. 289), GSA members at Holy Names felt 
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compelled to educate their peers and teachers because, as Callaghan (2014b) declares, in publicly-

funded Catholic schools “…the reigning authority is not Canadian common law, but Catholic 

canon law” (p. 226).  The following provides more insight into why youth took on such an 

educative responsibility.  For Morgan, the purpose of the GSA involved “…spreading information 

and awareness and being like, LGBTQ people exist in our world…”  Likewise, Peyton 

communicated: “…we do a lot of group discussions, so I think it’s time to take that next step to 

becoming more involved in the community and not just within our group…all I want really from 

[GSA] is to just raise awareness and educate people. That’s the most important thing” [emphasis 

added].  This sentiment rang true for Roan who voiced the club should “…[try] to maintain the 

positive small community environment while inviting the greater community in” and that they 

wanted the group to “…expand into [the] larger setting…[it] doesn’t have to be 7 people.”  Like 

Roan, Morgan also desired a visible club “…that’s more active.”  According to these GSA 

members, the queer and trans-informed discussions that were had amongst each other within the 

GSA were not common outside of club meetings; as such, they wanted to widen their anti-

hetero/cisnormative net.  In particular, Morgan envisioned a club that would help facilitate 

understanding about “…the proper use of words and pronouns when it comes up in conversations 

with people outside the club.”  Similarly, Hunter discussed the group’s felt responsibility to 

educate school community members: “…I think [the GSA] has the role of and responsibility to 

educate people.  And keep them informed of what's going on in terms of the LGBT community 

and encourage and promote positive change in the world.”  Overall, GSA members’ insights 

stressed how they were compelled to educate others and transform their school community. 

In light of this felt duty to educate the public, Harper explained that the group “…think[s] 

of ways how of we can educate people around [sexuality and gender].”  More specifically, Harper, 
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an asexual youth, wanted to educate others about marginalized sexualities because students 

“…believe that there’s only straight and then there’s gay, and there’s nothing in between the very 

wide divide between them.”  Her insights parallel Sedgwick’s (1990/2008) argument that sexual 

subjectivities are socially produced and this productive force underpins binary power relations 

(e.g., heterosexual/homosexual).  Breaking these binaries was important to Harper since they elide 

asexuality; this, in turn, leads to its abnormal status in society (see AVEN, n.d.).  For example, the 

assumption that all people are or should be sexually attracted to other people is reflected in the 

Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM) where asexuality is listed as a 

mental illness (Serano, 2013).  This pervasive belief manifests in commonly-deployed 

microaggressions such as, ‘one day you’ll feel it,’ which aggravated Harper:  

…people’s understanding of things isn’t very educated…with asexual, a lot of people 

don’t realize that it means you feel no sexual attraction to anyone. They just feel like, 

‘Well, you must feel a little bit.’ ‘No, not really.’… [in] a small community, a lot of 

people don’t have the chance to get the understanding of what’s happening and they 

don’t learn about things. 

Here, Harper referenced how geography (i.e., being located in a small, rural town) impacted 

people’s mis/understanding about sexuality, as evidenced in Palmer et al.’s (2012) empirical work 

where they found: 

Compared to students in urban and suburban areas, LGBT students in rural schools are 

more likely to hear negative comments about gender expression and sexual orientation; 

feel unsafe at their schools due to their sexual orientation, gender identity, or gender 

expression; and experience verbal and physical harassment and assault due to these 

characteristics. In addition, the more hostile climates experienced by students in rural 
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and small town schools may be further exacerbated by the lack LGBT-related 

resources relative to their suburban and urban counterparts, including a lower 

prevalence of GSAs, supportive staff, inclusive curricula, and comprehensive anti-

bullying policies (p. xiiii).  

Since people often dismiss asexual people as confused – even within queer and trans communities 

(see Serano, 2013), Harper felt that it was necessary to educate her peers about asexual experiences 

to demystify this minoritized sexuality, especially since her Catholic school normalized sexual 

relations between married men and women for the purpose of procreation. 

Although the GSA at Holy Names was mostly ‘all talk and no action’ according youth, they 

did manage to implement a few of their ideas at school.  For example, Peyton created a video about 

the club for a curricular project; she informed the GSA about it and the school supported its 

viewing in all classes.  In Roan’s first diary, they described the video as “…a proper ad for our 

club, with information and a hook to get people interested and involved.”  Morgan explained that 

it was “…about…GSAs in general and just what they do and how they support people,” which 

stressed their safety function (Griffin et al., 2004; Kumashiro, 2002).  When asked to explain the 

meaning of the video, Peyton communicated that it was: “Just kind of an introduction to [the GSA], 

what it is, and I did play some statistics about the LGBT community and how there’s a lot of 

bullying in schools, obviously.”  Like Morgan, Peyton confided that the video was simply intended 

to generate awareness about the group and develop empathy for the ‘Other’ (Britzman, 1995; 

Kumashiro, 2002), which typified a Catholic anti-bullying stance (Callaghan, 2014a; Clarke & 

MacDougall, 2012; Niblett & Oraa, 2014). 

The video was supposed to be viewed in all classes, but Morgan recalled that “…[it] actually 

didn't play in a lot of classrooms, which is really sad. I know it was supposed to play in my 
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Sociology classroom, but we couldn't get it to work. We tried a lot too…”  It is unknown if the 

technology did not work in other classes, if teachers simply forgot to play the video, or if they 

purposefully refused to do so.  Regardless of the reason, Roan indicated in their first diary that 

they were disappointed that the video did not reach all students because they thought it was the 

group’s “…best chance of getting [their] name out there to the school again.”  It is unclear to what 

extent, if any, teachers debriefed Peyton’s video with their classes, but she expressed that her class 

did not speak about it afterwards: 

Researcher:  After the video was played, did your class talk about it? 

Peyton:   And people clapped. 

Researcher:  Oh, people clapped. 

Peyton:  And that’s about it.  And then, we’ve got right back into 

class. So, the teachers didn’t talk about it I guess…  

Rather than discussing the video’s content, Peyton stated that her class simply clapped:  

Researcher: So, one of the reasons you created the video was to raise 

awareness of [the GSA], right? 

Peyton:   Yeah. To make our presence known, yeah. 

Researcher: So, when you were thinking about the video…did you 

want teachers or classes to talk about it afterwards? 

Peyton: Well, initially, I just made a video as a side project, but I 

wasn’t planning on making it for publicity sake so I didn’t 
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want students and teachers to see it, but I decided to do it 

anyways. And so, I mean, I wasn’t really expecting 

anyone to talk about it at first. 

The video by itself fell short in moving beyond education for and about the ‘Other’ (Kumashiro, 

2002) since it simply created an isolated opportunity for inclusion at Holy Names.  Consistent with 

Martino’s (2014) critique of Catholic education, it demonstrated how the video was sanctioned 

since it promoted “…a particular heteronormative lens for addressing what counts as equity and 

inclusion…” (p. 209).   

The group also created a display in the school hall that addressed the issue of conformity.  

According to Morgan, the display was a combination of images and text designed by the group.  

There was a person who was tearing down a black background, which had flowers underneath it.  

In her second diary, Morgan shared that the meaning behind the display was: “…you can be 

yourself.”  The club’s intention was to affirm those who do not conform to societal expectations.  

Below, Morgan explains further: 

…I thought it was a good way of catching peoples’ attention and helping them 

understand the message [the club] is trying to send to members of our school 

community, which was that we need to embrace members of the LGBTQ2QIA 

community and not be afraid to shift away from conformity/conforming to 

conventional social values and ‘norms.’ 

Like Morgan, Peyton maintained that the underlying display message was: “You don’t have to 

conform to…like social standards, you can go outside of that…”  She clarified that it was supposed 

to prompt people to “…embrace others’ rights and not to just view things as black and white.” – a 
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noteworthy critique of false binaries (Sedgwick, 1990).  Although Morgan communicated that the 

display was supposed to signify how: “…we need to embrace members of the LGBTQ2QIA 

community…,” Morgan acknowledged that “…it was pretty general so there wouldn't be any GSA 

kind of material that they could take down or be offended by…”  Considering Holy Names is a 

Catholic school, Morgan communicated that their display was only palatable without queer 

specificity.  As opposed to the closed quarters of GSA meetings, the display was posted in a public 

space, which impacted youth’s ability include queer-specific signifiers (e.g., the name “GSA” or 

rainbows).  Morgan’s insights demonstrate the disciplining effects of ‘holy homophobia’ operating 

through the erasure of explicit sexuality content at her Catholic high school (Callaghan, 2014b).  

To follow up, I asked Morgan: “…did you want to have GSA-related things in the case? to which 

she stated: “Yeah. It probably would be good to get more information out especially in our 

community because people tend to be a little bit hesitant - I don't know if it’s just because it’s 

smaller, but yeah.”  Like Harper, Morgan expressed that explicit sexuality and gender-related 

content could help curb anti-gay/trans prejudice at her small, rural school (see Palmer, Kosciw, & 

Bartkiewicz, 2012), yet GSA members conceded to the doctrinal limitations placed on the group 

(McEntarfer, 2011).  By contrast, the next section provides an overview of the queer and trans-

informed conversations and learning that were permitted within GSA meetings. 

Queer and Trans-Informed Conversations and Learning Within GSA Meetings 

GSA meetings became a significant outlet for students to explore queer and trans content, 

as Morgan wrote in her second diary: 

I have learned a lot of new things by participating in [GSA]. At the beginning of my 

high school career I thought that the…community was limited to LGBTQ (I didn't 

know the other letters existed, which in hindsight is quite ignorant of me). [GSA] made 
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me realize that there are more sexual orientations and identifications than just 

heterosexual and cisgender. Overall, [GSA] has made me more informed… 

Here, Morgan described how the GSA was a central site for producing and sharing counter-

hegemonic understandings of sexuality and gender (Fraser, 1990).  Likewise, Peyton, a self-

identified “lesbian,” penned in her second diary that the group discussed “…common 

misunderstandings and prejudices towards topics relating gender-identity, sexual-orientation and 

nationalities…”  She went on to describe how GSA participation enhanced her personal 

understanding of trans identities and experiences: 

Before [GSA] began, I had known quite a few things about the LGBT2QIA 

community, however, this club has definitely expanded my knowledge immensely.  I 

learned more about different orientations and identities such as asexuality, 

pansexuality and transgendered [sic] individuals. I have also learned quite a bit about 

gender fluidity. Relating this all together, it re-solidified my knowledge and beliefs in 

differences between biological sex and gender [emphasis added]. 

Like Morgan, Peyton explained that the GSA provided a critical platform to explore identities 

which are not commonly acknowledged or affirmed in the standard curriculum, such as asexuality, 

pansexuality, and genderqueer (see Lapointe, 2016b/c).  Peyton emphasized how the information 

exchanged within the GSA strengthened her conviction that sex does not equal gender; thus, the 

club provided a pivotal space to disentangle cissexist assumptions (Stryker, 2006).  Similarly, 

Harper explained: “We learned this is male, this is female and that was always it.  So, I don’t really 

remember learning about anything other than [GSA] and the internet, and my friends.”  Here, 

Harper expressed that, unlike her cisnormative classes, the GSA “…function[ed] as [a] space of 
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withdrawal and regroupment…” (Fraser, 1990, p. 68) since it was, “The only place where we really 

talk[ed] about [gender diversity]…”  

Following Harper, Hunter suggested that the GSA was one of the only spaces where GSRMs 

could converse about the oppressive actions of their peers and educators: 

Researcher: What kind of things do you have discussions about? 

Hunter:  It’s mostly issues in the school, like we'll start ranting if something 

happens. Like, if someone says something or we notice that people 

are doing certain things; if teachers are kind of ‘meh’ about things - 

it’s just kind of bringing attention to things we notice in the school 

that aren't okay. 

Researcher: Okay, and things that are not okay – what does this involve? 

Homophobic stuff, transphobic stuff? 

Hunter:  A lot of it is that just because it happens a lot. There’s also been 

racism, been ablest stuff...I think there has been cultural 

appropriation… [emphasis added]. 

Besides debriefing GSRM issues that arose at school, Hunter explained that the group discussed 

racial, cultural, and ability issues, which are more in line with the Catholic framing of GSAs as 

“…general equity clubs…” (Callaghan, 2014, p. 30).  This tactic was both promising and 

problematic to Hunter since ‘broad’ groups can entice more people to join the group, but also limit 

the club’s queer and trans focus: 
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If its broader I feel that we could get more people because then it’s not just people who 

are interested in strictly GSA stuff, which is how I got the other person yesterday…It's 

also kind of a bad thing because we can't do what we really want to do at some points 

because they'll say, ‘oh no that's too selective’ and we can't do it. 

Although focusing on multiple, intersecting equity issues is a significant task – especially since 

racialized minorities often do not feel welcome in GSAs (Mayo, 2015; Mayo, 2017; McCready, 

2004, 2010), there is a legacy of silencing queer content in Ontario Catholic schools by broadening 

the scope of GSAs (see Callaghan, 2014a; Niblett & Oraa, 2014).  Moreover, exploring and taking 

action against social justice issues, such as racism or ableism, is far less threatening or 

controversial than addressing heteronormativity in Catholic schools.  Regardless of the school’s 

intentions, racism was a prominent issue at Holy Names.  According to Morgan, the previous 

school year, the club “…was more focusing on broader stuff.  I think it was more focused on racism 

and stuff. That can be kind of an issue in our school just because it’s so small and it’s not a big 

town.”  To combat racism, Hunter related that “…for Halloween…[the GSA] made 

announcements about, you know how people will dress up like Mexicans or Black people and it’s 

like, ‘don't do that.’”  

Morgan, Hunter, and Peyton all agreed that racism was pervasive at Holy Names due to the 

school’s small and rural typography.  Peyton, a visible minority, believed that the group should 

focus more on race: “…LGBT issues are definitely our main focus, but we also do focus on things 

like culture and race…I think we should probably talk about race a bit more…”  Upon hearing 

Peyton’s wishes, I inquired, “…you talk about sexual orientation, you talk about issues to do with 

race and things like that.  Do you ever talk about those things together?”  Peyton then replied, “I 

don’t think we have at the same time…that’s actually really interesting.  I never really thought 
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about that.”  Although the group’s broader group function arguably opened up opportunities to 

explore multiple forms of marginalization, the group did not necessarily address intersectional 

oppression - “…a concept that has come out of the work of feminists of color, and which examines 

how different forms of sexism, and other forms of marginalization (e.g., racism, classism, ableism, 

ageism, sizeism), can intersect with and exacerbate one another” (Serano, 2013, p. 16).  

Unfortunately, the group did not discuss how oppression is compounded for those with 

interlocking marginalized identities or how “…it is possible for a particular group (in this case, 

homosexuals) to be delegitimated by one hierarchy (heterosexism), yet be viewed as relatively 

legitimate according to another hierarchy (monosexism)” (Serano, 2013, p. 209).  Neither did they 

explore how it is possible to occupy a privileged position in terms of race (i.e., White), while 

maintaining a marginalized position in terms of sexuality (e.g., gay).  In lieu of a sustained systemic 

approach to educating youth about intersectional oppression, the burden was placed on GSA 

members to educate themselves.  If school boards, schools, and educators were at the forefront of 

anti-oppressive education, it would help alleviate the pressure GSA members feel to engage in 

such work. 

Conclusion 

 This chapter examined findings from the two publicly-funded Ontario Catholic high schools, 

Blessed Sacrament and Holy Names.  It provided a detailed account of the development and 

functioning of GSAs in Catholic high schools.  Following Griffin et al. (2004), it described how 

safety and tolerance where promoted at both schools at the expense of a systemic commitment to 

anti-hetero/cisnormative education.  At Blessed Sacrament, the GSA was shown to function as a 

proxy for queer and trans-specific pedagogical deficiencies.  Despite the GSA’s noteworthy efforts 

in the wider school community, their work was underscored by a commitment to upholding 
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Catholicity (Callaghan, 2014a).  The GSA at Holy Names was particularly impeded by club 

restrictions.  Despite housing queer and trans-informed discussions within the GSA, this club was 

burdened by limitations on their public work, which were linked to the Catholic moral authority 

exercised by their administrator.  Much attention was devoted to unpacking how power was 

negotiated among GSA members and school officials at Holy Names.  Overall, this chapter 

produced new knowledge on the tensions that exist between religiosity and sexual and gender 

minority rights within two publicly-funded Ontario Catholic high schools. 
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Chapter 6: Conclusion 

The research conducted as part of this dissertation was concerned to provide an in-depth 

examination of the educative and activist function of GSAs in two public secular and two public 

Catholic Ontario secondary schools.  Such research was considered important, especially in light 

of the debates that have continued to surface about the clash between secular and religious values 

in the public education system with regards to addressing gender and sexual diversity (see 

Houston, 2011a/b; Karas, n.d.; Maimann, 2017; Ostroff, 2015).  Queer theory, as elaborated by 

Foucault (1978), Sedgwick (1990/2008), Butler (1990, 1993a/b/c), Warner (1991), and Britzman 

(1995), provided a foundation for critiquing the heteronormative underpinnings of schooling, and 

the trans-informed insights of Namaste (2000), Stryker (2006), Serano (2007/2016, 2013), 

Malatino (2015), and Connell (2009) offered a lens to scrutinize cisnormative infrastructure, 

pedagogy, and practice, as they pertain to the role and function of GSAs in selected Ontario 

schools.  Three prominent themes emerged:  

1) GSAs as student-driven democratizing spaces that enabled youth to explore and 

circulate anti-hetero/cisnormative discourses (Fraser, 1990).  The research showed the extent 

to which GSA members partook in school-wide educative work that undermined the presumption 

“…that there is first a sex that is expressed through a gender and then through a sexuality” (Butler, 

1993b, p. 318), and interrogated cissexist and cisnormative beliefs that position gender as a by-

product of sex within a dichotomous bodily system (Stryker, 2006; Serano, 2007/2016);  

2) GSAs as a proxy for queer and trans-informed education in the absence of a systemic 

commitment to addressing gender and sexual diversity. The research revealed that these efforts 

were largely confined to superficial one-off events (e.g., assemblies).  As Malatino (2015) 

contends, this pedagogical strategy is problematic because it is grounded in “…a neoliberal politics 

of inclusion that fails to move students to deal with their own deep complicities in upholding 
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understandings of sex and gender that are fundamentally transphobic, as well as…fail[s to] prompt 

pragmatic understanding and address of the maldistribution of life chances for trans, intersex, and 

gender-nonconforming subjects” (p. 395); and 

3) GSA efficacy impeded by a Catholic pastoral care ethic and its regulatory moral 

authority (Martino, 2014).  The research highlighted the extent to which an anti-bullying agenda 

was valorized at the expense of anti-hetero/cisnormative education in order to promote safe 

moments (Goldstein et al., 2007), which are more aligned with a Catholic social justice stance that 

is consistent with its doctrinal position of ‘love the sinner, hate the sin’ logics (Callaghan, 2014b).   

As demonstrated in this dissertation, students are not simply acted upon by educational 

stakeholders (e.g., administrators, educators, and religious leaders); they are educative leaders who 

are helping schools move ‘...toward[s] the flourishing of queerness…” (Airton, 2013, p. 534) and 

the democratization of gender (Connell, 2009).  Although their queer and trans-informed 

pedagogical leadership and labour is to be commended, GSA members were unfairly expected by 

others and took it upon themselves to educate community members and advocate for change since 

their school boards, schools, and educators failed to cultivate anti-oppressive learning 

environments.  Most prominently, trans and gender diverse students had to lobby for the 

“…recognition of their identities in schools, often without institutional backing in place to do so” 

(Frohard-Dourlent, 2017, p. 2).  In this way, queer, trans, and gender diverse youth worked on 

behalf of a hetero/cisnormative system, despite being in grave need of institutional protection, 

support in the form of creating space for their self-determination, and systemic LGBT2Q 

curriculum development and implementation.  Overall, this study demonstrated a need for 

systemic support for anti-hetero/cisnormative education so that the burden and responsibility for 
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this work does not just fall on the shoulders of GSA members, and gender and sexual minority 

youth in particular. 

My Own Investment in the Study 

Following my Masters research, which focused on straight allies’ involvement in public 

secular school GSAs, I became increasingly interested in GSRM’s participation in GSAs and the 

educative and activist work of these group members because my previous study centered the 

experiences of straight and cisgender students.  During the completion of my program, the 

Accepting Schools Act, was also passed, which prompted me to extend my research into the Ontario 

Catholic education system.  After students were legally able to form GSAs and call them such in 

all publicly-funded Ontario schools (Legislative Assembly of Ontario, 2012), I co-wrote an article 

that questioned the development and functioning of GSAs in Catholic education: 

Once a upon a time Gay-Straight Alliances were granted in Ontario Catholic secondary 

schools…It’s been one full school year since the passing of the Accepting Schools Act, 

Bill 13, which legally enables students to form Gay-Straight Alliances (GSAs) and 

name them such in Ontario Catholic (and public) schools.  However, it is difficult to 

gauge how the new legislation is impacting school communities.  Are students 

attempting to create these clubs, now that they are legally able to?  If so, are school 

boards, administrative staff, and educators supporting GSA creation and development? 

Are they working with students to facilitate GSAs’ growth in school communities? 

Does this story have a ‘gay’ ending after all? (Lapointe & Kassen, 2013, p. 12).  

This study sought to provide insight into the questions that we posed.  As a queer and gender non-

conforming educator, I was particularly interested in how Catholic schools and youth who attend 

them would respond to the Accepting Schools Act.   
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This investigation found that “…characteristics of the broader community (e.g., level of 

political conservativism…)…account for variability across GSAs in the activities they are able to 

pursue and the types of experiences youth have in GSAs” (Poteat et al., 2017, p. 512).  For 

example, although students are legally able to form student-led clubs and name them, youth at 

Holy Names were blatantly denied the right to call their group a GSA, and affirm and celebrate 

sexual diversity in the wider school community.  This finding exemplifies how Bill 13 does not 

guarantee that all students who attend publicly-funded Ontario schools will be supported in their 

pursuit to create and name clubs that support GSRM youth and combat hetero/cisnormativity since 

educational policy may be c/overtly dismissed by school officials.  The issue here is that there is a 

law, but faith-based schools may actively work around it by privileging Catholicity; thus, simply 

having a policy is inadequate since schools may deliberately refuse to enact it, particularly if there 

are no real consequences for negating their legal responsibilities.  When schools are unwilling to 

comply with the Accepting Schools Act, it may very well mean that students and parents have to 

agitate the system and force it to take responsibility, as illustrated through the advocacy efforts of 

Halton District Catholic Schools Board students and adult allies who lobbied for and won the right 

to form GSAs (see Houston, 2011a/b).  In this way, “…heteronormativity of the Catholic school 

unexpectedly invites new acts of resistance” (Callaghan, 2015, p. 23), which draws attention to 

“…the broader issue of schools as a battleground for queer rights and representation of sexual 

minorities as self-determining subjects” (Martino, 2014, p. 207-208).   

The dissertation raises key questions about the role of Catholic schools as publicly funded 

institutions and their requirement to adhere to stipulations as dictated by the Ontario Human Rights 

Code (OHRC) for ensuring that the human rights of GSRM students are respected.  When schools 

fail in meet their lawful responsibilities, GSRM students are left to advocate on their own behalf 



 

255 
 

to ensure that their needs and demands are met; by building partnerships and alliances with the 

broader community, including peers, teachers, parents, and activists, they can take charge of their 

educational circumstances and force the system to respond.  For example, when two grade six 

students who attended a Catholic elementary school in Ottawa, Ontario came home with the news 

that their principal would not permit them to complete a ‘gay rights project,’ their mothers 

promptly scheduled a meeting with the principal to advocate for their children.  Since the principal 

did not succumb to the students’ or parents’ requests, they contacted local media, and “Not long 

after the media started calling, [the principal] agreed to let the girls do their project” (Ostroff, 

2015).  The two elementary school students also lobbied to start a GSA and “After six months of 

struggle, their ground-breaking GSA club [was approved], Canada's first ever in a Catholic 

elementary school…” (Ostroff, 2015). 

When student and parent activism, and media pressure does not persuade schools boards 

and individual schools to fulfill their legal obligations, students and their families may appeal to 

existing legislative frameworks, which may be the only course of action that they are left with.  

For example, after the passing of Bill 13, Christopher Karas “…challenged his then French 

Catholic School Board, CSDCCS, Conseil Scolaire de District Catholique Centre-Sud and his 

school, École Secondaire Catholique Sainte-Famille at the Human Rights Tribunal when the 

school board barred him from putting up posters of his civil rights hero Harvey Milk and [stifled] 

a Gender and Sexuality Alliance that Karas and his peers had tried to build through high school” 

(Karas, n.d.).  While having explicit anti-homo/transphobic policies and legislation does not 

always ensure that GSRM students will be supported or that anti-hetero/cisnormative education 

will be provided, it is clear that appealing to the law as an ultimate course of action, though not 

ideal, can lead to some productive change at the systemic level.  By engaging in such activism, 

http://www.csdccs.edu.on.ca/
http://www.csdccs.edu.on.ca/
http://www.ste-famille.com/
http://www.sjto.gov.on.ca/hrto/
http://milkfoundation.org/


 

256 
 

students and their adult allies are refusing to remain complicit with hetero/cisnormative school 

environments and taking the lead to transform the education system.   

Religious Freedom: A Guise for Religious Bigotry 

This inquiry reiterated Callaghan’s (2009) argument that Canadian Catholic schools’ 

human rights policy is “…regularly being sidestepped due to perceived conflicts with religious 

beliefs” (p. 1).  It demonstrated how Holy Names and Blessed Sacrament privileged Catholic 

doctrine over the human rights of sexual and gender minorities, which raises significant questions 

about the acceptability of religious accommodation when it is harnessed as a means to trump sexual 

and gender minority rights in publicly-funded Ontario Catholic schools.  In this respect, the 

research findings documented in this dissertation highlight the extent to which religious freedom 

may be used as a guise for religious bigotry within the Ontario Catholic education system (see 

Pallotta-Chiarolli, 1998).  Moreover, when publicly-funded Catholic schools adhere to religious 

doctrine at the expense of the fundamental human rights of queer, trans, and gender diverse 

students, it calls into “…question the very legitimacy of a publicly-funded Catholic school system” 

(Martino, 2014, p. 210).  This study demonstrated how religiosity, or “…excessive religiousness 

or an inappropriate devotion to some aspects of the rituals and traditions of religion” (Callaghan, 

2016b, p. 341), was enacted to regulate GSA functioning at the two publicly-funded Ontario 

Catholic schools, which exemplified how school officials refused to uphold the Ontario Education 

Act.  By refuting their educational accountability, the schools arguably operated in such a way 

where “…religious bigotry [underpinned] the claim of religious freedom” (Pallotta-Chiarolli, 

1998, p. 30).   

This religiously-justified bigotry not only extends to the policing of GSAs, but to curricular 

development and implementation.  Shortly after the revised Ontario Health and Physical Education 
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curriculum was released by the Ministry of Education, Cardinal Thomas Collins, the Archbishop 

of Toronto and President of the Assembly of Catholic Bishops of Ontario, dismissed Catholic 

educators’ professional responsibility to teach updated content (e.g., marriage equality) (Pickles, 

2015): 

While Catholic schools have a responsibility to follow the curriculum set out by the 

Ministry of Education, they have always sought to do so in a way that conveys, respects 

and models Catholic Christian principles to our students. They will continue this 

tradition. A group of Catholic educators will produce resources that support Catholic 

teachers so that the new curriculum is implemented in a way that is consistent with our 

Catholic teachings and appropriate within the context of a Catholic classroom 

(Assembly of Catholic Bishops of Ontario, 2015).   

Here, Cardinal Thomas Collins, a stanch supporter of generic anti-bullying clubs rather than GSAs 

(Schwartz, 2012), defended the Catholic education system’s ‘right’ to privilege religious freedom 

over sexual minority rights.   

Similarly, the Alberta Catholic School Trustees’ Association recently voiced concerns about 

school board autonomy in light of Bill 24 (Bartko, 2017), an act that supports GSAs and prohibits 

club members from being outed to their parent(s)/guardian(s) (Legislative Assembly of Alberta, 

2017).  There has also been much religiously-inspired opposition to the updated sexual health 

curriculum within Alberta, as Maimann (2017) reports: 

Sexual Health educators are criticizing Alberta’s Catholic superintendents for 

developing their own abstinence-based sex ed curriculum. The Council of Catholic 

School Superintendents of Alberta is working on a parallel human sexuality 

curriculum, as the council anticipates touchy subjects making their way into the 
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provincial government’s curriculum rewrite…consent contraception, same-sex 

relationships, anal and oral sex, and masturbation [are] among topics that would be 

problematic to teach in Catholic schools.  

Here, the familiar religious discourse evident in Callaghan’s (2009, 2010, 2012, 2014a/b, 2015, 

2016a/b) body of work and within this study is currently at play in Alberta.  With The Council of 

Catholic School Superintendents of Alberta’s strategic deployment of religiosity, it is clear that 

faith-based stakeholders within a publicly-funded Catholic education system are aiming to supress 

sexual and gender diversity in light of dominant readings of the Bible (Kumashiro, 2002).  As with 

the banning of GSAs and their unjust regulation within publicly-funded Ontario Catholic schools, 

Catholic educational leaders are attempting to evoke religious freedom in order to sidestep their 

legal responsibilities to do no harm to gender and sexual minorities.  These hetero/cisnormative 

actions raise pressing concerns about “…the legitimacy of an education system…originally 

designed to protect religious minority rights, but [is] now being deployed quite deliberately and 

politically as a weapon of discrimination against sexual minorities in Catholic schools” (Martino, 

2014, p. 211).  When publicly-funded Ontario Catholic schools neglect or negate their duty to 

provide equitable learning environments for GSRMs, it raises pressing concerns about whether 

public dollars should be allocated to institutions that clearly oppress sexual and gender minorities.  

My study has provided significant insights into the consequences of such contingencies involving 

public education in Ontario and raises important questions about the tensions that exist between 

adequate provision of GSRM education, as well as support for gender and sexual minority students 

especially in Catholic schools, where tensions arise as a result of religious freedom or 

accommodations rubbing up against the need to ensure the human rights of GSRMs.  It also raises 

important questions about the legitimacy of Catholic-funded schooling and its responsibilities to 
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support the education and human rights of all students, especially in light of OHRC legislation and 

the Accepting Schools Act. 

Transforming Teaching Practices: Preservice and In-Service Training 

Just as introducing GSRM-affirming policies and explicit GSA protections do not 

guarantee that schools will enact them, simply stating that educators should embrace and engage 

in anti-oppressive practices will not alleviate hetero/cisnormative practices and pedagogies, 

particularly if educators do not feel comfortable or confident in addressing GSRM issues at school, 

as Taylor et al.’s (2016) research demonstrates.  Data across the four school sites draw attention 

to tensions associated with implementing and enacting queer and trans-informed education since 

it is not always clear how to begin and proceed.  Findings reveal how educative intentions may be 

at odds with their impact, and the learnings that are stressed (i.e., anti-discrimination and anti-

bullying) frequently do not mirror what queer and trans theorists and pedagogues understand as 

ideal.  How then do we marry theoretical teachings, pedagogy, and practice? 

It is clear that there is a lack of educational provision and support to bolster teacher’s 

understanding of and capacity to provide anti-hetero/cisnormative education, which limits 

educator’s ability to incorporate queer and trans-informed teaching and learning practices in their 

classes.  Because teachers are tasked with ensuring schools are places for all students, they must 

be prepared to teach about oppression and work to “change society” (Kumashiro, 2002, p. 47).  In 

terms of facilitating educators’ ability to implement an anti-hetero/cisnormative pedagogical 

agenda, preservice training and in-service PD must assist future and current educators develop and 

hone their anti-oppressive teaching repertoire.  For example, Taylor et al. (2011) recommend “That 

Faculties of Education integrate LGBTQ-inclusive teaching and intersectionality into compulsory 

courses in their Bachelor of Education programmes so that teachers have adequate opportunities 
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to develop competence before entering the field” (p. 21).  Such an anti-oppressive approach would 

help educators learn about how particular ways of being are privileged in schooling (i.e., 

heterosexual, White, Christian, cisgender, etc.) while others are marginalized (e.g., queer, 

racialized, trans, gender diverse, Muslim, etc.), and provide them with the necessary wherewithal 

to teach for social justice. 

In light of various calls to provide secular and non-secular educators with opportunities to 

enhance their knowledge about GSRM issues and develop their skillset to teach in an anti-

oppressive manner, I lobbied the Associate Dean, Preservice Education, at the Faculty of 

Education, Western University, to create and teach a course entitled, Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, 

Trans, Two-Spirit, Queer/Questioning (LGBT2Q) Issues in Education.  For the last four years, I 

have taught this elective class, which aims to assist preservice educators develop a comprehensive 

and critical understanding of the political and cultural landscape of education for GSRM youth.  

In particular, students learn how to recognize and address homophobia, transphobia, heterosexism, 

cissexism, heteronormativity, and cisnormativity in school and society, and queer, trans, and anti-

oppressive theories are drawn upon to spotlight GSRM-based inequities and spotlight what 

educators can do to support queer, trans, and gender diverse youth, and cultivate safer, more 

inclusive, and just school environments.  Although developing this elective course was a step in 

the right direction, offering a single course is clearly not enough; since LGBT2Q Issues in 

Education is optional, not all preservice teachers are exposed to its queer and trans-affirming 

content, and due to programmatic structure (i.e., inability to take particular courses due to program 

restrictions), over the last two years, prospective elementary teachers were unable to enroll unless 

they overloaded, and secondary teacher candidates who planned to work in Catholic schools were 

unable to take it because they had to enroll in another elective, Teaching in Roman Catholic 

https://www.edu.uwo.ca/CSW/my_program/BEd/docs/outlines/2017-2018/5446-Teaching-in-RC-Secondary-Schools.pdf
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Secondary Schools.  Beyond these logistical issues, introducing one course does not square with 

Taylor et al.’s (2011) recommendation for GRSM-specific content to be integrated across 

preservice programs.  It is clear that there is both a need for a specific course as well as the infusion 

of queer and trans-informed material across the preservice education.  Yet, implementing such 

education throughout the program can be challenging as a result of systematic 

hetero/cisnormativity. 

Similarly, in K-12 education, GSRM topics cannot be relegated to Social Science or 

Gender Studies courses, but must permeate all classes, such as Science, Math, and History.  

Integrating anti-hetero/cisnormative content across the curriculum, however, is easier said than 

done, particularly if there is a lack of support of such work and leadership at the school board and 

school levels.  Systemwide anti-hetero/cisnormative PD was not undertaken at the schools in this 

study, illustrating institutional barriers and forces at play, which function to undermine the positive 

and long-lasting effects of GSAs (Griffin et al., 2004).  Central leadership and a whole school 

commitment are vital components to ensuring the provision of queer and trans-informed PD and 

its impact in classrooms.  Yet, even if school board employees and principals are committed to and 

take responsibility for organizing such PD, simply providing one-off sessions on anti-

homo/transphobic policy and anti-hetero/cisnormative practices is still not enough.  School boards 

and individual schools must prioritize and be accountable for enacting policies, pedagogies, and 

practices that fulfill their legal duty to do no harm to GSRM students. 

Looking Forward: Future Studies 

 This study filled prominent empirical gaps on the educative and activist work of Canadian 

GSAs (Grace & Wells, 2015; Kitchen & Bellini, 2013; Lapointe, 2012; St. John, Travers, Munro, 

Liboro, Schneider, & Greig, 2014), and the development and functioning of these clubs within the 

https://www.edu.uwo.ca/CSW/my_program/BEd/docs/outlines/2017-2018/5446-Teaching-in-RC-Secondary-Schools.pdf
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Ontario Catholic education system (Grace & Wells, 2015; Lapointe & Kassen, 2013; Liboro, 

Travers, & St. John, 2015; Martino, 2014).  Although this investigation made an important 

contribution to the field of GSRM students and student-led clubs, findings do not extend beyond 

the four schools that were selected for this inquiry.  Future studies should build on this research 

by examining the role and function of GSAs in a variety of schools to paint a more robust picture 

of student-led clubs and youth activism in publicly-funded Ontario schools.  Researchers should 

also examine the extent to which Canadian GSAs explore and address intersecting oppressions, 

specifically in relation to race, gender, and sexuality (see McCready, 2004).  Since there is limited 

research on GSAs in Ontario public Catholic schools (Liboro et al., 2015), further research is 

required to document the extent to which school boards, administrators, and educators are 

complying with the Accepting Schools Act, and supporting group members’ anti-

hetero/cisnormative educative and activist work.  Researchers should also investigate the impact 

of Bill 24 on the development and functioning of GSAs or similar themed clubs in Alberta, Canada.  

Finally, researchers ought to examine GSA participation and club-specific activities and initiatives 

in publicly-funded Ontario secular and Catholic K-8 schools, due to their recent emergence in 

elementary education (Ostroff, 2015).  Overall, much can still be learned about GSAs and their 

anti-hetero/cisnormative educative and activist impact in Canadian K-12 schools. 
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Appendix A. Summary of Participants 

Table 1  

Summary of Participants 

Participant Role School Sexual 

Orientation 

Gender Individual Data 

Collection 

Method(s) 

Taylor Student Blessed 

Sacrament 

“Straight”  “Female”  Interview, 2 

Diaries 

Azariah Student Blessed 

Sacrament 

“Straight” “Female” Interview, 3 

Diaries 

Ryan Student Blessed 

Sacrament 

Label-less “Female” Interview; 2 

Diaries 

Avery Student Blessed 

Sacrament 

“Homosexual” “Male” Interview 

Parker Student Blessed 

Sacrament 

Did not disclose Did not 

disclose 

Observation only 

Sawyer Student Blessed 

Sacrament 

Did not disclose Did not 

disclose 

Observation only 

Sage Teacher Blessed 

Sacrament 

“Straight” “Female” Interview 

Micah Teacher Blessed 

Sacrament 

“Straight” “Male” Interview 

Blake Student Sunset High Did not disclose  Did not 

disclose 

2 Diaries 

Skylar Student Sunset High “Pansexual” “Female” Interview 

Zion Teacher Sunset High “Straight” “Female” Interview 

Andie Student Village 

High 

Label-less  “Male” Interview; 2 

Diaries 

Hayden Student Village 

High 

“Pansexual” “Male” and 

“Genderfluid” 

Interview; 4 

Diaries 

Sasha Student Village 

High 

“Asexual” “Male” Interview; 4 

Diaries 

 

 

Reese Student Village 

High 

“Pansexual” 

(prefers 

cisgender 

women) 

“Demiboy” Interview; 4 

Diaries  

Kai Student Village 

High 

“Gay” “Non-binary” Interview; 3 

Diaries 

Dylan Teacher Village 

High 

“Gay” “Female” Interview 

Hunter Student Holy 

Names 

“Probably 

Pansexual” 

(prefer females) 

“Trans guy” Interview; 1 

Diary 
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Roan Student Holy 

Names 

Did not disclose Did not 

disclose 

1 Diary 

Peyton Student Holy 

Names 

“Lesbian” “Female” Interview; 2 

Diaries 

Harper Student Holy 

Names 

“Asexual” “Female” Interview 

Morgan Student Holy 

Names 

Questioning 

Asexuality 

“Female” Interview; 3 

Diaries 

Drew Teacher Holy 

Names 

“Straight” “Male” Interview 
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Appendix B. Letters of Information and Consent Forms 

Gay-Straight Alliances (GSA)/Respecting Difference Clubs 

in Ontario Public and Catholic High Schools 

 
LETTER OF INFORMATION: GSA/Respecting Difference Club Members 
 
Introduction 
My name is Alicia Lapointe and I am a PhD student at the Faculty of Education at Western 
University.  My supervisor is Wayne Martino. I am carrying out research to examine the 
experiences of high school students and teachers who are involved with Gay-Straight Alliances 
(GSA)/Respecting Difference clubs and I would like to invite you to participate in this study.   
 
Purpose of the Study 
My purpose is to produce more knowledge about high school students' and teacher's 
involvement in Gay-Straight Alliances (GSA)/Respecting Difference clubs. I will be 
observing/participating in GSAs/Respecting Difference clubs in 2 Ontario public and 2 Catholic 
high schools; interviewing 5 GSA student members and 1 advisor from each school. I am also 
interested in interviewing 5 students who lobbied for the development of GSAs at their Ontario 
Catholic high school.  The current GSA members will also be asked to complete weekly semi-
structured diaries where they will reflect on their participation in these groups. 
 
If you Agree to Participate 
I am seeking your permission to attend your GSA/Respecting Difference club meetings for a 
period of 4-5 months. There are two components to the study that require consent – I need to 
have permission from all GSA members to attend the meetings, and observe and participate in 
club activities. If you agree can you please indicate this on the consent form.  In addition, you 
may choose to complete an hour interview in a private location at your school or in a nearby 
location that you suggest to explore your experiences with the Gay-Straight Alliance/Respecting 
Difference club and complete weekly semi-structured diaries.  The interview will be audio-
recorded and transcribed into written form.  You may still participate if you choose not to have 
your interview audio recorded.  If you are willing to complete semi-structured diaries and an 
interview, please indicate this on the consent form.  If you choose to be interviewed and consent 
to have your interview audio recorded please indicate this on the consent form. 
 
Confidentiality 
The information collected will be used for research purposes only and neither your name nor 
information which could identify you will be used in any publication or presentation of the study 
results.  All information collected for the study will be kept confidential and your privacy will be 
protected through the use of pseudonyms.  I will securely store the data for five years and then 
it will be destroyed confidentially.  Representatives from the Non-Medical Research Ethics Board 
may have access to study related information in order to ensure that the study is following the 
proper laws and regulations.  
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Risks and Benefits 
There are no known risks to participating in this study.  If you choose to participate you will 
contribute significant knowledge about students' involvement in Gay-Straight 
Alliances/Respecting Difference clubs. 
 
Voluntary Participation 
Participation in this study is voluntary. You may refuse to participate, refuse to answer any 
questions, or withdraw from this study at any time without any repercussions.  
 
Questions 
If you have any questions about the conduct of this study or your rights as a research participant 
you may contact the Office of Research Ethics, The University of Western Ontario at 519-661-
3036 or ethics@uwo.ca or the Principal Investigator, Wayne Martino, at 519 661-2111 ext. 88593 
or wmartino@uwo.ca. If you have any questions about this study please contact Alicia Lapointe 
at 519 614-3743 or alapoint@uwo.ca 
 
This letter is yours to keep for future reference. 
Alicia Lapointe 
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Gay-Straight Alliances (GSA)/Respecting Difference Clubs 

in Ontario Public and Catholic High Schools 

LETTER OF INFORMATION:  GSA/Respecting Difference Club Advisors 
 
Introduction 
My name is Alicia Lapointe and I am a PhD student at the Faculty of Education, Western 
University.  My supervisor is Wayne Martino.  I am carrying out research to examine the 
experiences of high school students and teachers who are involved with Gay-Straight Alliances 
(GSA)/Respecting Difference clubs and I would like to invite you to participate in this study.   
 
Purpose of the Study 
My purpose is to produce more knowledge about high school students' and teacher's 
involvement in Gay-Straight Alliances (GSA)/Respecting Difference clubs. I will be 
observing/participating in GSAs/Respecting Difference clubs in 2 Ontario public and 2 Catholic 
high schools; interviewing 5 GSA student members and 1 advisor from each school. I am also 
interested in interviewing 5 students who lobbied for the development of GSAs at their Ontario 
Catholic high school.  The current GSA members will also be asked to complete weekly semi-
structured diaries where they will reflect on their participation in these groups. 
 
If you Agree to Participate 
If you agree to participate in this study you will be asked to complete an hour interview in a 
location that you suggest to explore your involvement with Gay-Straight Alliances/Respecting 
Difference clubs.  The interview will be audio-recorded and transcribed into written form.  You 
may still participate if you choose not to have your interview audio recorded.  If you choose to 
be interviewed and consent to have your interview audio recorded please indicate this on the 
consent form. 
 
Confidentiality 
The information collected will be used for research purposes only and neither your name nor 
information which could identify you will be used in any publication or presentation of the study 
results.  All information collected for the study will be kept confidential and your privacy will be 
protected through the use of pseudonyms.  I will securely store the data for five years and then 
it will be destroyed confidentially.  Representatives from the Non-Medical Research Ethics Board 
may have access to study related information in order to ensure that the study is following the 
proper laws and regulations. 
 
Risks and Benefits 
There are no known risks to participating in this study.  If you choose to participate you will 

contribute significant knowledge about the development and functioning of Gay-Straight 

Alliances/Respecting Difference clubs in Ontario secondary schools. 
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Voluntary Participation 
Participation in this study is voluntary. You may refuse to participate, refuse to answer any 

questions, or withdraw from the study at any time without any repercussions. 

Questions 
If you have any questions about the conduct of this study or your rights as a research participant 
you may contact the Office of Research Ethics, The University of Western Ontario at 519-661-
3036 or ethics@uwo.ca. or the Principal Investigator, Wayne Martino, at 519 661-2111 ext. 
88593 or wmartino@uwo.ca. If you have any questions about this study please contact Alicia 
Lapointe at 519 614-3743 or alapoint@uwo.ca 
 
This letter is yours to keep for future reference. 
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Gay-Straight Alliances (GSA)/Respecting Difference Clubs in Ontario Public 

and Catholic High Schools 

 

Alicia Lapointe, PhD Candidate, Western University 

 

CONSENT FORM:  

Current GSA/Respecting Difference Club Members (18+) 

 

 

I have read the Letter of Information and I understand the nature of the study.  All 

questions have been answered to my satisfaction.  I will participate in the study in 

the following way(s): 

 The researcher may attend GSA meetings, and observe and participate in 

 club activities 

 I will complete weekly semi-structured diaries and an interview 

 

 The researcher may audio record my interview 

 

Name (please print): 

 

 

 

Signature:                                     Date: 
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Gay-Straight Alliances (GSA)/Respecting Difference Clubs in Ontario Public and Catholic 

High Schools 
 

Alicia Lapointe, PhD Candidate, Western University 

 

CONSENT FORM: 

Current GSA/Respecting Difference Club Members (<18) 

 

I have read the letter of information, have had the nature of the study explained to me. All 

questions have been answered to my satisfaction.  My child may participate in the study in the 

following way(s): 

 The researcher may attend GSA meetings, and observe and participate in club activities 

  

 My child may complete weekly semi-structured diaries and an interview 

 

 The researcher may audio record the interview with my child  

 

_________________________________________________ 

Name of Student 

_____________________________________________________   

Student's Signature       Date______________ 

_____________________________________________________ 

Printed Name of Parent/Guardian 

____________________________________________________    

Parent/Guardian's Signature      Date______________ 
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Gay-Straight Alliances (GSA)/Respecting Difference Clubs in Ontario Public 

and Catholic High Schools 

 

Alicia Lapointe, PhD Candidate, Western University 

 

 

WAIVER FORM: Current GSA/Respecting Difference Members (<18) 

 

Since I have not disclosed my sexuality and/or gender identity to my guardian(s), I 

will act as the primary person who will decide if I will participate in this study.  I 

have read the letter of information and I understand the nature of the study.  All 

questions have been answered to my satisfaction.  I will participate in the study in 

the following way(s): 

 

 The researcher may attend GSA meetings, and observe and participate in 

 club activities 

 I will complete weekly semi-structured diaries and an interview 

 

 The researcher may audio record my interview 

 

Name (please print): 

 

 

Signature:                                     Date: 
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Gay-Straight Alliances (GSA)/Respecting Difference Clubs in Ontario Public 

and Catholic High Schools 

 

Alicia Lapointe, PhD Candidate, Western University 

 

CONSENT FORM:  

GSA/Respecting Difference Club Advisors 

 

I have read the Letter of Information and I understand the nature of the study.  All 

questions have been answered to my satisfaction.  I will participate in the study in 

the following way(s): 

 The researcher may attend GSA meetings, and observe and participate in 

 club activities 

 I will complete an interview 

 

 The researcher may audio record my interview 

 

Name (please print): 

 

 

 

Signature:                                     Date: 
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Appendix C. Ethics Approval Form 
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Appendix D. Interview Questions 

Interview Questions 

 

Respecting Difference Club/GSA Members 

1) Can you describe your sexuality. 

2) Can you describe your gender. 

3) What is it like/do you think it's like to be a gender, sexual, romantic minority (GSRM) student 

at your school? 

4) What are some issues that GSRM students face at your school? 

5) What is it like/do you think it's like to be a straight ally at your school? 

6) What do you believe is the role of a straight ally? 

7) Can you describe your GSA and what it is like. 

8) What are some activities/events that your GSA has facilitated this year? 

 a) What were the purposes of these activities/events? 

 b) What impact did they have on you (e.g., learning)? 

 c) What impact did they have on other group members? 

 d) What impact did they have on other students in the school? 

 

9) What do you believe is the role or purpose of your GSA? 

10) What motivated you to join the GSA? 

11 What motivates you to: 

 a) attend GSA meetings 

 b) participate in GSA-related events? 

 

13) Can you describe your role in the GSA. 

14) Is there anything else you would like to add or speak about? 
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Interview Questions 
 

Respecting Difference Club/GSA Advisors in Ontario Public and Catholic High Schools 

1) Can you describe your sexuality? 

2) Can you describe your gender? 

3) Can you speak about what it is like to teach at your high school? 

4) What do you believe it is like to be a gender, sexual, romantic minority (GSRM) student at 

your school? 

5) What do you believe it is like to be a straight ally at your school? 

6) What is the purpose of the GSA/Respecting Difference club you advise? 

7) Why are you interested in advising the GSA/Respecting Difference club at your school? 

8) What personal characteristics make you a good candidate to advise a GSA/Respecting 

Difference club? 

9) What are some activities/events that the GSA has engaged in this year? 

 a) What were the purposes of these activities/events? 

 b) What impact did they have on you (e.g., learning)? 

 c) What impact did they have on other group members 

 d) What impact did they have on other students in the school? 

 

10) What are the following people's roles/relationship with the GSA/Respecting Difference club: 

 a) GSA/Respecting Difference club members? 

 b) Students who are not members of the club? 

 c) Teachers at the school? 

 d) Administrators at the school? 

 

 

11) If you could change one thing about the GSA/Respecting Difference club what would that 

be? 

12) Is there anything else that you would like to add or speak about? 
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