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Put ting Ideas into Prac tice

High  School Teach ers Talk about 
In cor po rat ing the LGBT Past

d a n  i e l  h u r e  w i t z

In the  spring of 2013, I spoke with nine high  school 
 history teach ers who had begun in cor po rat ing LGBT 

his tory into what they teach. They came from a va riety of back grounds: 
half  taught at pub lic  schools, half at pri vate; some  taught ad vanced 
place ment (AP) U.S. his tory, some ran the Inter na tional Bac ca lau re ate 
(IB)  course on the Amer i cas; some of fered more nar rowly de fined U.S. -
 focused semi nars, some led  classes spe cifi  cally on LGBT his tory, and 
most  taught a com bi na tion. Yet all had been break ing new  ground in 
their  schools and com mu nities. And while most felt that their stu dents 
and col leagues sup ported their ef forts, they all faced chal lenges in bring-
ing LGBT his tory into their  schools. As a re sult, these nine teach ers were 
full of in sight ful strat e gies and ap proaches that oth ers could use. As I 
spoke with each of them, our con ver sa tions cen tered  around a group of 
re cur ring is sues: find ing top ics in the U.S. sur vey where LGBT con tent 
could be eas ily in cor po rated, build ing a frame work of re spect in the 
class room and man ag ing  strong re ac tions, lay ing the ground work with 
col leagues and ad min is tra tors, and in cor po rat ing in no va tive strat e gies 
for bring ing the ma te rial to life.

What fol lows are ex cerpts from our con ver sa tions. They hap pened 
in  back-and-forth di alogues on the tele phone, but I’ve woven them 
to gether here to show the  points of con sen sus and the range of sug ges-
tions. The pas sages that fol low are not for mal in tone. In stead they are 
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figure 2

the  voices of teach ers at the  cutting edge who were put ting these ideas 
into prac tice.

Choos ing Units Where LGBT Con tent Can Be In cluded

Most of our con ver sa tions began with a dis cus sion of 
top ics  within the sur vey that could be read ily ex panded with LGBT 
con tent. While al most all the teach ers men tioned fold ing LGBT ma te rial 
into their units on 1960s civil  rights strug gles, many sug gested an array 
of ad di tional po ten tial top ics:  nineteenth-century  women’s ac ti vism, 
the fron tier West, the Har lem Re nais sance and Jazz Age, the AIDS 
epi demic, and con tem po rary anal o gies. And they also rec om mended 
ma te ri als that can be used in the class room, which are gath ered at the 
end of this essay.

Be fore turn ing to the top ics, the interview with Will Grant, who had 
been a  teacher for  twenty years, offers a frame work for think ing about 
what ma te rial to in clude. Grant had  taught for the pre vi ous five years 
at the Athe nian  School, a small, pri vate, mid dle and high  school about 

Daniel Hurewitz
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 thirty-five miles east of San Fran cisco in Dan ville, Cal i for nia. At Athe-
nian, he  taught a  ninth-grade world his tory and cul tures  course, as well 
as elec tives for  eleventh and  twelfth grad ers, in clud ing  African his tory, 
Chi nese his tory, and a  course on LGBT his tory and cul ture. He also 
ad vised the  school’s Gay- Straight Al li ance (GSA) and con sulted with 
the Santa Cruz  School Dis trict about ways to in cor po rate LGBT con tent 
into its  schools.

Grant

First, I think that it’s  really im por  tant to in te grate this in for ma tion into units that 
 you’re al ready teach ing  rather than doing  stand-alone units on GLBTQ his tory. 
And a major rea son for doing that is that it nor malizes it. It makes it par t of his-
tory  rather than being some thing that we hang on the side of the “real story” of 
his tory. . . . By in te grat ing it, we star t to  create the under stand ing that gay and les-
bian his tory is not just his tory for gays and les bians, it’s  everybody’s his tory. The 
sec ond thing is that I try to look for ele ments to teach where the his tory  brings 
in im por  tant and rel e vant in for ma tion to cur rent is sues going on in our cul ture 
and so ci ety. So that the kids get that this is his tory that mat ters to them be cause 

Will Grant
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this is what they are see ing in the media, these are the con ver sa tions  they’re 
hav ing with their  friends.

Also, I  really con sciously try to con struct his tor i cal in for ma tion  that’s going to 
con front cur rent stereo types and nar row per cep tions, be cause I want to  change 
the  ground of the dis cus sion that the kids are hav ing. I  didn’t look for top ics 
where  someone’s sex u al ity is a side bar—some body did all this stuff and they 
hap pen to be gay. In stead, I was look ing for his tory where their sex ual iden tity or 
their gen der iden tity was one of the mov ing fac tors, one of the  things that ac tu-
ally com pelled them for ward. . . .

Fi nally, it’s im por  tant to not just tell the story about op pres sion. Often the 
nar ra tive that peo ple have, even folks who are in sup port, is that the world was 
dark and op pres sive for all homo sex u als be fore the Stone wall riots. And then 
after the Stone wall riots there was the gay lib er a tion move ment, but then there 
was AIDS. And maybe only in the mid-1990s did  things star t to look up. And 
 that’s not the case in so many ways in U.S. his tory. So I think, es pe cially for kids 
who do iden tify as GLBTQ or kids who are ques tion ing, it’s  really im por  tant for 
them to get that  there’s a his tory of a co her ent cul ture, and  strong iden tity, and 
es pe cially of re sil ience, and even a kind of cel e bra tion. And I think doing that—
even for the kids who  aren’t ques tion ing and are  straight iden tified— creates a 
kind of open ing, that  there’s a  strong vi brant sub cul ture  that’s al ways been 
 around.

 Nineteenth-Century  Women’s Ac ti vism and the Fron tier West

While most teach ers read ily iden tified LGBT con tent to in cor po rate into 
 twentieth-century U.S. his tory, Grant also had two dy namic ideas about 
bring ing LGBT his tory into the nine teenth cen tury.

Grant

The suf frage move ment is ac tu ally one of the best ex am ples. Be cause the lead er-
ship of the suf frage move ment [and other re form move ments] in the 1800s . . . 
many of them were known to be in volved in Bos ton mar riages, and  there’s  strong 
ev i dence that many of them were les bians. One of the read ings that I’ve done 
 pointed out that, in the 1800s, po lit i cal ac ti vism for a mar ried woman was very 
dif fi cult be cause they were le gally con trolled by their hus bands [and] could be 
pre vented from being in volved in these pol i tics. . . . So a lot of the women who 
were in volved in the suf frage move ment were [peo ple we might today call] les-
bians, and many were women who had made the  choice not to be in volved in 
mar riage, even  though that was going to cost them enor mously in terms of 
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eco nomic se cur ity, legal stand ing, and so cial stand ing. So what be comes clear is 
that their sex ual iden tities ac tu ally  created a sit u a tion where they had men tal 
in de pen dence but took a mas sive hit in terms of their so cial se cur ity, and being 
 placed out side of so ci ety. But then these were the women who had the free dom 
to mo bi lize and or ga nize. . . .

One of the  things I do with cow boys is re think ing  what’s going on. Why would 
young men in their twen ties leave the com for t of so ci ety to go live in a very 
rough area where the only thing they will have is the com pany of men? The dom i-
nant nar ra tive is “Oh, these poor men, and how they  lacked a  woman’s touch, and 
how there were a few women who would go out there even tu ally after  things got 
set tled.” . . . And then the other inter pre ta tion,  that’s  backed with his tor i cal in for-
ma tion from diar ies and  really inter est ing  photos, is that what you ac tu ally had 
was a lot of young men who . . . went out west to live among other men. [I bring 
in these] two amaz ing pic tures of the cow boy stag  dances [which show male 
cow boys danc ing to gether]. And I use this again with the goal of chang ing their 
gen der stereo types. Peo ple  chuckle at the idea of gay cow boys, but these were 
men who loved men, who loved mas cu line men, and if you loved mas cu line men 
and you  wanted to be  around men and out from under the eyes of Vic to rian so-
ci ety on the East Coast, then you  headed out to the fron tier and  star ted a life 
where no body was going to pry into your pri vate life.

Har lem Re nais sance and the Jazz Age

Sev eral teach ers sug gested the 1920s and Har lem Re nais sance as good 
 places to in cor po rate LGBT con tent, draw ing on re search done by 
 George Chaun cey, Eric Gar ber, and oth ers. (See Red Vau ghan  Tremmel’s 
essay in this vol ume for an ex panded dis cus sion of this topic.) Eric De 
Lora had been teach ing for five years at May beck High  School, a pri vate, 
pro gres sive, col lege pre par a tory  school in Berke ley, Cal i for nia, with a 
 strong rep u ta tion for di ver sity. Prior to that, he had  taught at com mu-
nity col leges in Ore gon and else where in the Bay Area. De  Lora’s  courses 
in cluded music his tory, the a ter his tory, film his tory, so cial jus tice, and 
LGBT U.S. his tory. In his LGBT class, he said, stu dents con nected  strongly 
with the Har lem Re nais sance ma te rial.

De Lora

In dis cuss ing the Har lem Re nais sance, we were able to talk about  African 
 American his tory and the con nec tion to LGBT his tory. We  talked about how the 
Har lem Re nais sance de vel oped sep ar ately from what was going on in the rest of 



UWP: Rupp&Freeman.: Understanding and Teaching U.S. Lesbian … page 52

 

52
 

 

part one: the challenge of teaching lgbt history
 

figure 4

New York, how there was this other place, and so peo ple would go to Har lem to 
have these other ex pe ri ences,  whether it was to lis ten to jazz or ex plore their 
sex u al ity. . . . And you can weave  African  American and LGBT his tory to gether 
eas ily. You can talk about Zora Neale Hurs ton and Lang ston  Hughes and the 
oth ers and say, “By the way,  you’ve got some gays in there,  you’ve got some les-
bians.” And the stu dents then are, “Oh! Oh,  really!”

This came up re peat edly in the class, that the kids would say, “I never knew 
that Lang ston  Hughes was gay.” “I never knew that James Bald win was gay.” These 
were names that, if they had read them at all, their sex ual or ien ta tion was not dis-
cussed. . . . Stu dents are sur prised that there is a sex ual side to these ce leb rities 
and ar t ists that they have heard about, and the sex ual side is not the stan dard 
hetero sex ual side. . . . And for the stu dents that have those other sex u al ities, well, 
you need your role mod els and you want your list of  top-ten gay or les bian per-
form ers, so you feel like  you’ve got some con nec tion: “Hey,  there’s a few of my 
peo ple like that who are fa mous and im por tant!”

=

Nell  Hirschmann-Levy re peat edly  taught a  course on LGBT U.S. his-
tory at Urban Acad emy High  School, a small pub lic  school in Man hat-
tan built  around  inquiry-based learn ing. In her  course, one of the most 
suc cess ful dis cus sions fo cused on the Ham il ton Lodge Ball, an an nual 
drag ball that took place in Har lem for much of the 1920s and 1930s, 

Eric-Richard De Lora
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and drew thou sands of par tic i pants and spec ta tors, both white and 
black, and gay,  straight, and oth er wise.  Hirschmann-Levy and Grant 
both drew on  George  Chauncey’s re search in Gay New York to give stu-
dents an LGBT angle on the Jazz Age.

Hirschmann-Levy

The Ham il ton Lodge Ball was very inter est ing to stu dents! What did it mean that 
there was a space that peo ple were so at tracted to, and yet there also  seemed to 
be a dis gust for gay peo ple at the same time in this era? How do you ex plain that? 
It was a huge gath er ing of gays and les bians, but also thou sands of hetero sex u als 
at tended the ball. So what ex plains their at ten dance? Was it just to make fun of 
them? Does that ex plain its pop u lar ity? . . . And we’d also dis cuss the fact that 
there was the par  tic i pa tion of white peo ple and black peo ple. What were the 
race dy nam ics at the time, in the ’20s and ’30s, that  played ob vi ously into sex u al-
ity but also ra cism? That idea of slum ming, of white peo ple going into Har lem, my 
stu dents see that dy namic now. And it adds to the dis cus sion in a very rich way, 
where stu dents could bring in their own lives and make anal o gies.

Grant

I also talk about speak easy cul ture, which the kids find inter est ing be cause it’s a 
lit tle bit ris qué. The idea that speak eas ies be came these  places of so cial mix ture, 

Nell Hirschmann-Levy



UWP: Rupp&Freeman.: Understanding and Teaching U.S. Lesbian … page 54

 

54
 

 

part one: the challenge of teaching lgbt history
 

figure 6

and be cause peo ple were al ready break ing the law, they star t to break the so cial 
law, and you get so cial mix ture, gen der mix ture, and class mix ture—and peo ple 
found that fas ci nat ing. I also talk about the Pansy Craze and Gene Malin. It’s  really 
fun to let the kids get im mersed in it and play with the idea of a so cially sub ver-
sive, but not dan ger ous, move ment of peo ple who de cided to push the boun d- 
ar ies. And that, as a re sult of their push ing, they were break ing down so cial op-
pres sion  through en ter  tain ment and fun. They  really get that at the level of rave 
cul ture and par  ties, and they think, “Wow, these in stincts that I’ve got to be ad-
ven tur ous, maybe they can be so cially pow er ful.”

1960s Civil  Rights and So cial Move ments

Even the teach ers on the tight est AP sched ules felt able to in clude LGBT 
con tent in their 1960s/civil  rights units. They did it,  though, in a range 
of ways and for var y ing  amounts of class time. Some of the AP teach ers, 
such as Rob ert King at Pal i sades Char ter High  School in South ern Cal i-
for nia, were only able to in cor po rate it into part of a sin gle lec ture on 
“other so cial move ments.” Sarah  Strauss’s  school had  stopped fol low-
ing the AP U.S. his tory cur ric u lum for the first time that year, and she 
was able to de vote a full class ses sion to LGBT ac ti vism.  Strauss, who 
had been a  teacher for over fif teen years,  worked in the upper  school of 
the  Packer Col le giate In sti tute, a small pri vate  school in Brook lyn, and 
she  taught  tenth-grade U.S. his tory, con sti tu tional law, and crim i nal 
jus tice.

Robert King (photograph by Benjamin 
Bustamante)
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 Strauss

This year, for one day, we took an ar  ti cle by Alex Ross that was in the New  Yorker, 
 called, “Love on the March.” My col league and I ed ited it down so that it was not 
too much for the kids to read at once. We had been talk ing about dif fer ent so cial 
move ments—civil  rights, the  women’s move ment—and then we  looked at LGBT 
move ments. . . . We gave them this ar  ti cle to read, we had some guid ing ques tions, 
and we gave them some key terms to look for. And es sen tially what Ross does is 
lay out a sort of pop u lar his tory of LGBT move ments over time, star t ing with the 
nine teenth cen tury and early twen ti eth cen tury, then Daugh ters of Bi litis, Mat ta-
chine So ci ety, and get ting to gay  rights, mar riage, and HIV/AIDS. It’s sor t of a 
sum mary ver sion of LGBT  rights his tory. It’s cer  tainly not per fect—it’s  fairly male 
 oriented, and  there’s lots of stuff that I  didn’t nec es sar ily agree with. But sev eral 
of the kids came into class and said  things like, “This is  really inter est ing! I  didn’t 
know any of this be fore.” And that val i dates the risks I take with the cur ric u lum. In 
es sence, I am say ing to kids, “You know what?  Here’s this whole topic that  you’ve 
never been al lowed to talk about be fore in a high  school his tory class, and we’re 
going to talk about it.”

=

Mark Buen zle had been teach ing at the Brook lyn  Friends  School, an 
in de pen dent  Quaker  school in Brook lyn, for  twenty-five years, work ing 

Sarah Strauss (photograph by Sarah 
Haimes)
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for the last eigh teen in the high  school. He  taught stu dio art, art his tory, 
and the IB his tory  course on the Amer i cas; he also ad vised the GSA. 
Buen zle in cor po rated LGBT ma te rial into the mid dle sec tion of the IB 
 course, which fo cused on the black civil  rights move ment, the  women’s 
move ment, and the strug gle for LGBT equal ity, and while the bulk of 
the time was de voted to black civil  rights, he spent three or four weeks 
on the  women’s and LGBT move ments com bined.

Buen zle

I find [the doc u men tary After Stone wall ] ter rific to use with kids. I  present it in 
small sec tions, fol lowed by dis cus sion. I’ve also given them ma te rial on Su preme 
Court de ci sions and sum mar ies of the de ci sions, star t ing with Gris wold v. Con nec
ti cut and Roe v. Wade, and talk ing about the re la tion ship to the Four  teenth 
Amend ment and the right to pri vacy. And then mov ing into the cases that were 
more spe cifi  cally LGBT re lated—like Bow ers v. Hard wick and Law rence v. Texas. 
Cer  tainly that par t of the  course keeps evolv ing, be cause of  what’s hap pen ing 
now. [See the essay by Marc Stein in this vol ume for fur  ther dis cus sion of teach-
ing Su preme Court cases.] Cur rent New York Times ar  ti cles are help ful, and I’ve 
used Mak ing His tory from Eric Mar cus. I think some of its  first-person ac counts 
are good.

Mark Buenzle (photograph by Melissa 
Eder)
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=

Fi nally, Kurt  Dearie, who  taught both the gen eral U.S. sur vey and the 
AP sur vey at Carls bad High  School in Carls bad, Cal i for nia, had a more 
elab orate pro ject. Carls bad High is a large pub lic  school in a  fairly af-
flu ent com mu nity in South ern Cal i for nia.

 Dearie

The way that I or ga nized the civil  rights unit was to look at and com pare the 
goals, strat e gies, and sup por t for dif fer ent civil  rights move ments. We look at 
LGBT,  African  Americans, women, Na tive  Americans, Mex i can and Mex i can 
 Americans,  Americans with dis abil ities, Jap a nese and Jap a nese  Americans. I feed 
them doc u ments and  videos, and, using their text book, we  create this huge 
ma trix: down one side of the page, all these move ments are  listed;  across the top 
of the page—goals, strat e gies, sup port. . . . And ul ti mately it cul mi nates with them 
writ ing a paper ar guing what they be lieve are the most ef fec tive strat e gies for 
pro mot ing civil  rights.

When I struc tured this ques tion of look ing for ef fec tive strat e gies, I  framed it 
as “ei ther for or in op po si tion to.” In par t what I was doing there was, one, you 

Kurt Dearie
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al ways need to look at both sides, be cause when  you’re look ing at strat e gies, 
every body is al ways try ing to adapt to the other side. But also it was my way of 
try ing to make sure that, if I got calls from par ents who want to argue that I’m 
pro mot ing the gay life style or forc ing kids to be lieve a cer  tain way, that was my 
out: “No, we’re look ing at both sides. We’re not tak ing a moral side. We’re look ing 
at it  through this ob jec tive lens.”  Whether  that’s the right or wrong thing to do, I 
do it so I can be ready to de fend my self. . . . But when they write their re search 
 papers where they are com par ing var i ous move ments, many stu dents will  choose 
to look spe cifi  cally at gay  rights.

AIDS Epi demic

For many teach ers, the AIDS epi demic was the other topic they felt they 
could eas ily fit into their sur vey, and some felt that it was man da tory. 
Will Grant and Eric De Lora spoke ar dently on this theme. (For ad di-
tional dis cus sion of teach ing about AIDS, see the essay by Jen ni fer Brier 
in this vol ume.)

De Lora

You have to talk about AIDS and what hap pened dur ing the epi demic, par  tic u-
larly in the 1980s.  You’re going to talk about Rea gan, and  you’re going to talk 
about the Ber lin Wall com ing down, and all that stuff. To not talk about what 
hap pened in the first ten to  twelve years of the AIDS epi demic is to not  really 
teach what hap pened in the his tory of this coun try.

Grant

Here’s my fram ing. The dom i nant nar ra tive is that AIDS was some thing that was 
in cu bated in the gay com mu nity and then  spread be cause of the im mo ral life style 
of gay men in the 1980s. The  counter-narrative that I give [my stu dents] is that 
AIDS was some thing that had a  three- to  four-year in cu ba tion pe riod, that it was 
 spread be fore any body knew it, and then it was the po lit i cal or ga niz ing among 
the gay men’s com mu nities, sup por ted by the les bians, that  forced the larg est, 
fast est pub lic  health re ac tion in  American his tory. They  created whole new 
mod els of med i cal care, they  forced safe sex onto the  agenda for the na tion and 
the en tire world, and they ac tu ally  stopped the  spread of the dis ease as far as it 
could have gone.
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I use the film We Were Here [a doc u men tary about the im pact of the early 
years of the epi demic in San Fran cisco]. It so beau ti fully per son alizes the story, 
and it tells the story of that pub lic  health re ac tion. . . . And the thing about the film 
is that it’s so dev as tat ing emo tion ally, and so pow er ful for the kids to watch. What-
ever left over lin ger ing stereo types  they’ve got I think just get blown away by it.

=

De Lora con curred about the power of that film, sug gest ing that a 
 teacher could eas ily show  twenty min utes of it, or of And the Band  Played 
On, the do cud rama based on the Randy  Shilts book, from which he had 
also as signed se lec tions.

De Lora

 Shilts was a jour nal ist for the San Fran cisco Chron i cle, and the book came out of 
his re port ing on what was going on. It’s very much tak ing Rea gan to task, and the 
CDC [Cen ters for Dis ease Con trol] . . . in terms of  where’s the blame, and who 
are the  guilty par  ties. And I used that until We Were Here came out, which is 
much more per sonal in terms of,  here’s what was hap pen ing to us as in di vid u als.

Grant

One year I also did a  role-play. The idea was that we are a local com mu nity AIDS 
task force in the mid-1980s. I  create dif fer ent so cial roles. I’ve got the  straight 
pub lic  health of fi cial. I’ve got the main stream AIDS ac ti vist who’s fo cused on 
main stream ac cep tance. I’ve got the Queer Na tion and the ACT UP con tin gent. 
I’ve got  straight folks whose fam i lies have been im pacted by AIDS. So I  create all 
of these dif fer ent roles for them. And then they have a de bate over the right re-
sponse to AIDS. It’s set at a time when the sci en tific in for ma tion was avail able, but 
the pub lic per cep tion was very dis tor ted about how the dis ease is  spread and 
what it means. And what I do is that I have a set of lots in front of me, and the 
ac tiv ity runs about half an hour. Every  couple of min utes, I pull a num ber out of 
the bowl, and that per son dies of AIDS, and that per son has to leave the sim u la-
tion and just watch  what’s hap pen ing. The kids said it was one of the most ef fec-
tive  things we did all year. Be cause by the time the  four th or fifth per son dis ap-
pears, the kids all said that they  star ted to get this sense of in ten sity and panic, 
and the emo tional sense of what was going on.
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Con tem po rary Anal o gies

A final  thought about in clu sion was pre sented by Kurt  Dearie.  Dearie 
found multi ple ways to make con nec tions to LGBT is sues through out 
his U.S. sur veys with out al ways carv ing out a mo ment to dis cuss 
“LGBT his tory.” Be cause he be lieved that “you al ways have to make a 
 past-to-present con nec tion” with stu dents, he reg u larly used anal o gies 
to con tem po rary is sues to ex plain his tor i cal ma te rial to his stu dents. He 
con tin u ally  pointed to cur rent strug gles  around race, class, gen der, and 
sex ual or ien ta tion as ways to il lu mi nate is sues from the past.

 Dearie

For in stance, early on in my class, we deal with the Con sti tu tion. So there, when 
we talk about fed er al ism, we talk about gay mar riage and is sues of fed er al ism. But 
also for sep ar a tion of pow ers, the Four  teenth Amend ment, equal pro tec tion 
under the law,  checks and bal ances—I’m al ways using LGBT  rights as ex am ples of 
those. I do it be cause it’s on go ing: kids can see it, you turn on the news at night, 
this is  what’s going on. So it’s ac tu ally been very help ful [as a way to ex plain the 
Con sti tu tion].

Sim i larly, in my AP  course, when we look at Sen eca Falls, I  really like there to 
bring up the issue of gen der and con nect the role that gen der  played in that type 
of so ci ety with the role of gen der today—spe cifi  cally if we look at the is sues of 
trans gen der peo ple today. I can make the con nec tion to the issue of gen der as a 
con tem po rary issue that still  causes trou ble, and that we’re still try ing to deal 
with. Fun da men tally,  wherever it comes up in that gen eral sur vey  course where I 
can see con nec tions, I make them with stu dents.

Build ing a Frame work of Re spect and 
Man ag ing  Strong Stu dent Re ac tions

I reg u larly asked the teach ers if they felt wor ried about 
bring ing this con tent into their  classes and how they made it work. 
Most in di cated that it was im por tant to have  ground rules for the stu-
dents in a  course that con tained po ten tially con tro ver sial ma te rial. For 
some teach ers, this was stan dard prac tice at their  schools; for oth ers it 
was some thing that they added be cause of the LGBT con tent. But they 
em pha sized that, with those rules in place, their class rooms be came 
much safer  spaces. Mi chelle Berry, for in stance,  taught at St. Greg ory 
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figure 10

Col lege Prep, a small, non re lig ious, in de pen dent  school in Tuc son, Ar i-
zona. She  taught the AP U.S. his tory sur vey for tenth grad ers, nar rower 
elec tives for  eleventh and  twelfth grad ers on the  American West and 
the  United  States from the Sec ond World War to the 1980s, and the AP 
U.S. govern ment class. She under scored the work she did with her stu-
dents at the be gin ning of each term.

Berry

Par t of the key is just lay ing the ground work in the very be gin ning of every 
 course. “We’re going to talk about new ideas,  things maybe we’ve never  thought 
about, that might be very  foreign to our own val ues  system or our own way of 
liv ing our lives and how we think about our selves. And we have to be open to 
lis ten ing and hear ing about those ideas, not nec es sar ily agree ing with them. And 
then also to have a great deal of abil ity to have a sense of humor about stuff.”

We do  pretty pro found work creat ing our class norms, which we spend the 
first en tire two  classes of every se mes ter doing. That in cludes how we’re going to 
enter into civil di alogue with each other. We es tab lish pro cesses for, if  things get 
 heated or un com fort able, what are the pro cesses that we are going to go  through 
as a learn ing com mu nity to work our selves out of that. So if some one says some-
thing in cred ibly of fen sive to some body else, we have some thing  called the “ouch 
rule.” The ouch rule is when any one in the room  thinks that what has been said 

Michelle K. Berry
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would per haps be read as hur t ful by any body,  whether  they’re in the room or 
not, you can say, “Ouch.” Then the per son who said “Ouch” and the per son who 
made the of fend ing re mark are to tally off the hook. They don’t need to say a 
word after that. And then I fa cil i tate a con ver sa tion about why what has been 
said could be of fen sive, hurt ful, or in flam ma tory in a neg a tive way.

=

Mark Rent flejs  taught at For syth Sat el lite Acad emy, a small pub lic high 
 school in New York City de signed for stu dents who had  failed or 
 dropped out of their orig i nal high  schools. Ac cord ing to him, most of 
his stu dents read at the  sixth-grade level. He was prin ci pally a  foreign 
lan guage  teacher, but he reg u larly aug mented the his tory  department’s 
of fer ings and had re cently been in vited by the  school to teach a  course 
di vided  between the his tory of the First World War and U.S. LGBT 
his tory. Like Berry, Rent flejs said that he did “a lot of ground work in 
the first  couple of days” about how “we need to be ap pro pri ate” and 
“what it means to be of fen sive.” That work paid off  across the rest of 
the se mes ter.

Rent flejs

I can only re mem ber a  couple of times hav ing to say, “That word ing was kind of 
of fen sive: can you re word that?” And they did; they found an other way to do it. 

Mark Rentflejs
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And then once I mod eled that a  couple of times, they  really  self-corrected often. 
Or other stu dents would say, “That was kind of mean.” “OK, I’m sorry,” and they 
would say it a dif fer ent way.

=

Like many oth ers, Eric De Lora de scribed the  ground rules that were 
 present in all the  classes at his  school. But  rather than em pha siz ing how 
the rules es tab lished lim its on class dis cus sion, he  stressed the value of 
creat ing an at mos phere where stu dents could  freely ex press their range 
of re ac tions.

De Lora

It  really is about being open to their ques tions and their com ments. . . . Be cause 
we’re a  seminar-style  school, as teach ers we’re very com fort able say ing to a stu-
dent, “What did you think about that?” And we’re also pre pared for a stu dent to 
say, “Here’s what I  thought about it: it was nuts!” or “It was goofy!” or “I  really 
hated it!” The fol low up ques tion is “Why?,” and  that’s where the con ver sa tion 
 star ts. Just try ing to be  really open to their ques tions, that was the best  choice 
that I made, be cause they all came with doz ens of ques tions. . . . As a  teacher, I’m 
not  afraid to say, “I don’t know.” I think  that’s a valid re sponse. And cou pled with 
that you say, “Let’s go find the an swer.” Then it be comes a joint ex plo ra tion that 
we’re doing.

=

 Uniquely, Will Grant saw no need for spe cial class prep ar a tion to talk 
about LGBT con tent. He de scribed his ap proach to me in dis cuss ing 
how he in cor po rated LGBT con tent into his  ninth-grade world cul tures 
 course.

Grant

I just star t talk ing about it in the midst of a lec ture, and ac tu ally I don’t give the 
kids any no tice. What I do is when we’re stud y ing an cient  Greece, and we’re 
talk ing about dif fer ent ele ments of the so ci ety, with out break ing my  stride at all, I 
star t talk ing about the fact that homo sex u al ity was part and par cel of Greek so-
ci ety, that there were sig nifi  cant ele ments that could be equiv a lent to civil un ions 
that were  called “col lat eral adop tions.” And the rea son I  star ted doing that was 
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that I  wanted to nor mal ize it. I  wanted to make homo sex u al ity a par t of his tory, 
just as when I talk about mar riage and gen der re la tion ships in Greek so ci ety. . . . 
What I find is that there is a lit tle bit of a blip in the class, in terms of the en ergy 
of the stu dents, when I say that, and then they sim ply keep tak ing notes. And 
even tu ally one of them will get up the nerve to ask a ques tion about it.

 There’s a lot of con cern among teach ers about teach ing [this ma te rial to] 
 younger stu dents. But what we’ve got to re mem ber is that these kids are to tally 
im mersed in the media world, and they are very fa mil iar with homo sex u al ity. 
There are gay char ac ters on tele vi sion; they are all on the Inter net,  there’s stuff 
on Face book. Where maybe in our gen er a tion a  teacher teach ing on homo sex ual 
his tory would have been intro duc ing the topic, we’re not intro duc ing any thing to 
these kids. All we’re doing is nor mal iz ing it and in di cat ing that it had a place in 
his tory.

=

Even the best  ground rules, how ever, can not stop stu dents from hav ing 
 strong re ac tions, ask ing un com fort able ques tions, or even mak ing the 
oc ca sional hos tile com ment. Re search ers have under scored that teach ers 
often feel over whelmed at the idea of intro duc ing dis cus sions of sex u-
al ity, let alone homo sex u al ity, into their class rooms. Their fears cir cu-
late  around their abil ity to man age the dis cus sions that will ensue, the 
pos sibil ity of need ing to con front homo phobic re marks, and the ways 
they will feel vul ner able as a re sult. Be cause of that, I re peat edly asked 
the teach ers if there were homo phobic out bursts in their  classes and 
what they did about them. For in stance, I asked Mark Rent flejs if there 
were dec lar a tions in his LGBT his tory class like “I don’t think gay peo ple 
 should be al lowed to get mar ried!”

Rent flejs

Yes, of  course! But most of the time it was the stu dents who would chal lenge 
each  other’s views. . . . And I would to tally val i date the  students’ views. “I don’t 
think gay peo ple  should get mar ried!” “OK, why not?” I would say. And I would let 
them ex plain that. And then I would say, “OK, well, im a gine this sce nario. How 
would you feel about that? Or how about this sce nario?” Based on what ever 
ar gu ment they were mak ing,  whether it be re li gious or con sti tu tional, I would lay 
out other op tions to help them see where their line of logic would go—and if 
their ar gu ment was a con sis tent ar gu ment or a prej u dice. But I al ways in vited 
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them to argue and said, “I’m not going to take it per son ally, be cause as a  teacher 
it’s my job to make you think.”

=

Kurt  Dearie said his cor rec tions were usu ally  around  students’ tone, 
not con tent, and he had a clear re sponse ready for some one shout ing 
out some thing in ap pro pri ate.

Dearie

I’d say, “You’re cer  tainly en ti tled to have what ever be liefs you want, in sup port of 
gay  rights or  against gay  rights. But we’re not going to shout out any kind of 
homo phobic re marks, or other re marks, be cause  that’s not ap pro pri ate be hav ior 
that we’re going to show in my class room.” So I steer that to wards be hav ior. 
Be cause be hav ior is what I can con trol, and what the law al lows me to con trol, 
and what I ex pect to have con trol over in my class room. And if they use cer tain 
words, I also ex plain why these are in ap pro pri ate words, and why they can be 
hurt ful, and that there are lots of words that can be hurt ful to a lot of peo ple, and 
we’re not going to use any of them.

=

But  Dearie, who also  helped found the GSA at Carls bad High,  stressed 
the im por tance of the  teacher re spond ing to what ever was said and not 
ig nor ing it.

 Dearie

Every body in class is going to be wait ing to see what you do, and you bet ter deal 
with it. Be cause one of the  things that I dis cov ered when I  star ted work ing with 
my GSA stu dents is how many teach ers  seemed to be deaf, dumb, and blind: they 
are hear ing all of these words in their class room, and they are pre tend ing that 
they don’t. And the sig nal that they are giv ing the stu dents is that this is per fectly 
ac cept able. But as soon as the  teacher inter  venes, and inter  venes con sis tently, 
with the right tone and ed u ca tion, it  star ts: stu dents adapt, and they  change their 
be hav ior.

There is, right now, a huge neg a tiv ity. We have all these LGBT stu dents sit ting 
in class rooms won der ing if it’s safe in here. And as soon as they hear a  teacher 
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who  doesn’t inter vene in a re mark like that, well, then they know it’s not a safe 
place. And if  you’re going to  change  things, as a  teacher, you have to first  create 
a safe place, and  that’s  really im por  tant. If  you’re going to bring in any of this 
ma te rial, you need to  create a safe en vi ron ment for all stu dents in your class room.

=

Mi chelle Berry, who em braced  seminar-style teach ing at St. Greg ory, 
also  stressed that it  should not come as a sur prise if some thing con tro-
ver sial is said.

Berry

You have to rec og nize that it’s going to hap pen.  That’s the most im por tant thing: 
to rec og nize that these are con tro ver sial is sues for these kids, these are  things 
that  they’ve never  talked about be fore [in a class room]. . . . And you have to meet 
these stu dents where they are, and rec og nize that that might hap pen. But  there’s 
a way to get  around that in a very civil, kind way. And we have to  create a learn ing 
com mu nity that is full of trust and full of re spect, and there fore every body has to 
feel safe, in clud ing the most con ser va tive stu dent who  thinks that homo sex u al ity 
is a sin  against God. They have to feel safe also. Find ing that bal ance is not easy, 
and it is scary. But it’s well worth doing, be cause in ev i ta bly what you see is stu-
dents meet ing each other half way, with lots of care and con sid er a tion for one 
an other, and you  really watch stu dents be come beau ti ful dis cuss ants in the  course 
of all of this.

Grant

In terms of the homo phobic com ment, I think it’s im por  tant for the kids to be 
able to dis agree with what I’m say ing, but to show that they can do it in a way 
that isn’t homo phobic. I think giv ing the kids that per mis sion is im por tant. So I can 
say, “Look, if you want to de bate  whether or not our so ci ety is ready for gay 
mar riage, let’s to tally have that de bate. But the one thing that I need to have is 
that there is no ques tion about the full hu man ness of every body in volved on 
both sides. The ques tion as to  whether or not any body  should have the right to 
mar riage, we can dis cuss that. But you can’t ques tion the hu man ness of the 
peo ple on the other side of this de bate. Other than that, I’m  really inter ested in 
hav ing this de bate.”
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One of the  things I found was that the kids were ter rified of being la beled as 
homo phobic if they  wanted to raise ques tions like “Well,  didn’t gay men kind of 
 spread AIDS?” So it’s im por  tant to let them feel like they can ask that ques tion. 
What I’ve found is that it also, de facto, shows the kids what I mean by homo-
pho bia and what the prob lem is, if  they’re say ing that some body isn’t fully human.

=

Will Grant also felt clear about how to keep dis cus sions of sex out of his 
class room.

Grant

I call it the “bright line.” I ex plain it to the kids that what I’m talk ing about is sex ual 
iden tity, and not sex, and sex ual iden tity is the way in which their sex u al ity im pacts 
a  person’s psychol ogy, pol i tics, their stand ing in the com mu nity, their po lit i cal 
 rights— that’s sex ual iden tity. Sex is some thing else, and I say, “That’s for  health 
class, not for this class.” And I say, “We don’t need to talk about sex in order to 
talk about sex ual iden tity.” And some body in ev i ta bly says, “Well isn’t it im pos sible 
to talk about homo sex u al ity with out talk ing about sex?” And I say, “No. We teach 
his tory all the time, and sex u al ity is a part of it, but it’s just nor ma tive be cause it’s 
hetero sex u al ity, and we don’t talk about sex.” And the ex am ple I give is Queen 
Vic toria and Al bert—how their chil dren be came the rul ing fam ily of Eu rope, and 
World War I in many ways was a fam ily feud  between all these cou sins who were 
all re lated. So their sex u al ity, their nor ma tive hetero sex u al ity, was  clearly a part of 
that his tory, but we never stop and talk about sex. You don’t need to.

Lay ing the Ground work with Col leagues

With the ex cep tion of one  teacher, all the oth ers em pha-
sized the im por tance of talk ing over this ven ture with col leagues—both 
fel low teach ers and ad min is tra tors—be fore be gin ning. Al most all sug-
gested clear ing the new con tent with the prin ci pal, head of  school, or 
de part ment chair. But most em pha sized these con ver sa tions as a way 
to build sup port and com mu nity  within the  school. Sarah  Strauss, for 
in stance, em pha sized the value of creat ing “a sup port struc ture”  within 
the  school by en gag ing in multi ple con ver sa tions about the cur ric u lum 
in ad vance of doing the teach ing.
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Talk to peo ple, teach ers, ad min is tra tors  within the  school who are sup por  tive. 
Try to let them know “This is what I’m doing” and try to get them on board. Have 
an open meet ing with par ents. I think it  really de pends on your com mu nity, in 
terms of what is nec es sary. But at least then  you’re set ting up the con ver sa tion 
about  what’s going to take place, and this is why. . . . And you can also say that 
there is not just a “teach ing his tory” rea son for doing this, but there are other 
rea sons—like this is a way of fight ing bul ly ing. In other words, there is an ex pan-
sive rea son for doing it that is about kids.

=

Will  Grant’s de part ment chair at Athe nian had ap proached him about 
teach ing a  course on LGBT his tory and cul ture in the wake of the pas-
sage of the  anti-same-sex-marriage Prop o si tion 8 in Cal i for nia in 2008. 
Grant fol lowed the kind of ad vice  Strauss of fered be fore he began 
teach ing in order to build con sen sus among his col leagues.

Grant

Once we got ap proval from the ad min is tra tion to  create the  course, I did a lot of 
work at our  school. I had sev eral meet ings with the Gay- Straight Al li ance, with 
teach ers, with my de par t ment head, to talk about the  course and the idea of 
teach ing it. And I asked folks at the  school, “What do you feel com for t able with 
me teach ing, what do you not want me to go into, and what are the gray areas? 
Let’s  create a pro cess as I set up the  course be cause I want you to know I am not 
fly ing off in a di rec tion you don’t want me to. I rec og nize as a  school that we are 
tak ing a step for ward with this  course, and I want every body to be  really com-
fort able with the con tent of the  course.”

=

In some com mu nities and some  schools, cul ti vat ing that kind of sup-
port can be very chal leng ing work, to say the least. About six years 
be fore Kurt  Dearie  started in clud ing LGBT con tent in his U.S. his tory 
 classes—both the gen eral one and the AP—he  joined a group of stu-
dents to es tab lish a GSA at Carls bad High.  Dearie grew up in Carls bad 
and de scribed it as a “very con ser va tive Chris tian com mu nity” that 
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voted over whelm ingly in favor of ban ning  same-sex mar riage. When 
the  students’ ef forts were in itially  blocked by the  school, the group had 
to file a law suit to force the  school board to allow the GSA to op er ate, 
and  Dearie him self met with var i ous forms of ret ri bu tion: van dal ism, 
being  called a “ped o phile,” and hav ing the  school tar geted by the Con-
cerned Women for Amer ica.  Dearie, who is a  straight mar ried  father, 
was very proud of how Carls bad High  changed after the GSA  started. 
But be cause of his ex pe ri ences, he  thought it was very im por tant that 
teach ers under stand  clearly what legal sup port (in  states such as Cal i-
for nia) or cur ric u lar sup port they have for in cor po rat ing LGBT con tent. 
And  Dearie, who had also done  teacher train ing for AVID (Ad vance-
ment Via In di vid ual De ter mi na tion, a pro gram that  guides kids from 
lower socio economic  groups into col lege), em pha sized that teach ers 
must rely on those frame works as they  present their pro po sals to  school 
ad min is tra tors.

 Dearie

Any  teacher that is going down this road has to deal with ed u cat ing the ad min is-
tra tion, other teach ers, and the com mu nity. . . . In Cal i for nia we have very spe cific 
laws. So I ex plain that we’re going to look at LGBT  rights and the con tri bu tions of 
LGBT peo ple, be cause  that’s what the law re quires us to do. . . . For our ad min is-
tra tors, that  really freed them. Lit er ally, when they get calls or com plaints from 
the com mu nity—which they have in the last ten years—they can sim ply say, 
“We’re fol low ing the law, but I ap pre ciate your con cerns.”  That’s all that needs to 
be said, and then move on.

But also, when intro duc ing [this con tent] into the class room, you have to tie it 
to your state cur ric u lar frame work or to the AP and their new frame work.  You’ve 
got to leg i ti mize why  you’re doing what  you’re doing in the class room: that it is 
ed u ca tional, that it is part of our his tory, that the frame work re quires it. Out side 
Cal i for nia, if I were intro duc ing [LGBT con tent], it would be in terms of the  things 
that are iden tified in that  state’s frame work—and which al ways in clude civil  rights. 
Be cause when  you’re con nect ing ideas of civil  rights— whether it is goals, strat e-
gies, sup port, etc.—and you con nect past to  present, gay  rights are al ways there. 
You can’t ig nore the one civil  rights move ment which is in front of your face and 
going on at the time!

 That’s some thing  that’s  really crit i cal to any  teacher in bring ing this ma te rial 
into the class room: that they be ready to de fend it. Be cause they will have to 
de fend it, and you can’t de fend it based on  people’s be liefs or your own be liefs. 
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You have to have some legal ground ing or some ed u ca tional ground ing. I think 
 that’s a crit i cal les son that has  really  served me well over the years.

=

In ev i ta bly, Sarah  Strauss sug gested, there will be ques tions  raised about 
what is being  dropped from the syl la bus in order to in clude the new 
ma te rial. Given that,  Strauss under scored that teach ers  should also feel 
okay about tak ing small steps first.

Strauss

In spite of the rise of so cial his tory over the last half cen tury, most peo ple still be-
lieve that the “im por  tant” top ics are tra di tional po lit i cal, eco nomic, and mil i tary 
is sues. If you  choose to focus on sex u al ity, race, and/or gen der, you will nec es sar ily 
“ne glect” the more ca non i cal cur ric ula. And if teach ers are in a sit u a tion where 
they have stan dard ized tests, APs or  state-mandated cur ric ula,  that’s a lot to push 
back  against. So the in itial focus can just be on where can you find those  places to 
 create lit tle  wedges to star t im por tant con ver sa tions about LGBT is sues.

I go back to the idea that just using the words gay, les bian, or trans gen der in a 
pos i tive or neu tral way is a big thing. Be cause in some ways it’s about ex pos ing 
stu dents to the in for ma tion, and on an other level it’s about say ing to kids, “You 
know what? If this is you, if you think this is you, if this is some one you love, it’s 
okay.” To me, hon estly, it’s as much about that as the ac tual con tent.

En gag ing Class room Strat e gies

Teach ers of fered a va riety of ad di tional strat e gies for 
en gag ing stu dents with LGBT his tory, in clud ing the use of dy namic 
 sources, guest speak ers, field trips, and, sur pris ingly  enough, tests.

In Mi chelle  Berry’s post-1945  course, gen der and sex u al ity was one 
of the three major  themes she ex plored with stu dents, and she saw ex-
cit ing pri mary  sources and se lected sec on dary texts as es sen tial to that 
work.

Berry

For me the  sources are what unite us all in com mon con ver sa tion, even schol arly 
ar  ti cles that are ap pro pri ate with that par  tic u lar age group. For in stance, I as sign 
ex cerpts from  Chauncey’s Gay New York. . . . We ac tu ally read some of the Kin sey 
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re por t—that al ways gets them going and is a lot of fun. I pick some ex cerpts 
from a ter rific book on Pa chu cas in LA in the ’40s. Of  course we read big ex-
cerpts from Betty Frie dan. . . . Then we’ve got this beau ti ful doc u ment from which 
we’re work ing, and from there we can have  bigger con ver sa tions. “Well, how does 
this apply to today? . . . Are we in a Kin sey mo ment or in a 1950s mo ment or what 
his tor i cal mo ment?” And if you have that com mon read ing—be it one pri mary 
 source or an ac a demic ar  ti cle—then you can begin to have these  bigger con ver-
sa tions. And  that’s just  enough for high  school stu dents to get them going, to get 
them ex cited, to get them  really en gaged. Be cause then  they’re like, “Holy crap! 
This is so new!” Just giv ing them that lit tle bit gets them fired up, be cause it is so 
new for them—and it’s so not the Bank War or An drew Jack son!

=

Nell  Hirschmann-Levy loved hav ing speak ers en gage with her stu dents.

 Hirschmann-Levy

I al ways in cor po rated speak ers into the class. That was a  pretty cru cial part of the 
 course, being able to  really talk to peo ple. . . . One of the best parts of the  course 
for the stu dents was when we would go to the home of this woman, Joan, who 
was  ninety-six and lived  through most of the eras that we were talk ing about. She 
 talked about being a Trots ky ist, about work ing in a fac tory in De troit for the first 
time dur ing World War II, about the first time she took off her skir t and wore 
pants. She had a front mar riage, had a kid. She was  really open with the stu dents 
and  talked about her life in an in cred ible way! And for the stu dents to see some-
one in the flesh talk ing about ex pe ri ences that they had read about in Chaun cey 
and [Lil lian] Fa der man just made the texts and the his tory come alive. You  should 
have seen their faces: it was like they were watch ing a movie!

=

Eric De Lora said that his Berke ley stu dents were  electrified by a Sat ur-
day field trip into San Fran cisco to see some of the his tory they had 
been dis cuss ing.

De Lora

There’s a vis ceral re ac tion. It makes it real for kids. Maybe in the age of Inter-
net tech nol ogy and so cial media, we don’t have real con ver sa tions and real 
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ex pe ri ences: we have  cyber-conversations and ex pe ri ences. Get ting out of your 
head and into the prac ti cal, it helps you under stand that it was real, that it hap-
pened, that these peo ple ac tu ally ex isted. And  that’s what kids re spond to. . . . 
Get ting out there  really con nects them to the real world.

=

Like wise,  Hirschmann-Levy de scribed tak ing her New York City stu-
dents to a few of the sites de scribed in  Chauncey’s book and my book of 
LGBT his tory walk ing tours, Step ping Out.

 Hirschmann-Levy

Those walks al ways  helped  ground the text in real ex pe ri ences. The stu dents got, 
in some ways, to ex pe ri ence the areas  through the lens of the  twenty-first cen-
tury, and it al ways kind of made it come alive. . . . Stu dents would go up and touch 
the brick, and say, “Oooh, I’m touch ing some thing from 1900!” They would talk 
about how dif fer ent the neigh bor hood was. They would say, “I can’t be lieve we’re 
stand ing in front of a cloth ing store when it used to be” X, Y, or Z. They star t to 
feel that there was a real his tory to this neigh bor hood, and that it’s  changed dra-
mat i cally. . . . It al lows the stu dents to feel that the his tory is not just on paper, but 
that it’s more alive than that.

=

Fi nally, sev eral teach ers  talked about test ing as a way to sig nify the 
im por tance of this ma te rial. For in stance,  Dearie  pointed out that the 
Col lege Board would begin test ing on LGBT his tory in the 2014 AP 
cur ric u lum—which would en cour age more teach ers to in cor po rate the 
ma te rial. Buen zle hoped that the IB might do the same, not ing that if it 
did “it would . . . allow us to ex plore this con tent in more depth.” But 
even with out those ex ter nal tests, Grant em pha sized that any  teacher’s 
own tests can help under score the sig nifi  cance of LGBT his tory.

Grant

It’s im por tant to test the kids on this in for ma tion, and to make a test ques tion or 
an essay ques tion where the kids can weave this knowl edge into a  larger dis cus-
sion. So if you ask a ques tion about the so cial im pacts of World War II, then one 
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of the  things that  should be in the kids’ com plete an swers is the crea tion of 
 strong gay com mu nities along the  coasts be cause of de mo bil iza tion. It’s im por-
tant for teach ers to think not just about the pres en ta tion but the as sess ment of it 
as well, and to angle the ques tions to wards show ing how these were so cial move-
ments that im pacted U.S. his tory.

Con clud ing  Thoughts

Mi chelle Berry, Mark Buen zle, Eric De Lora, Kurt  Dearie, 
Will Grant, Nell  Hirschmann-Levy, Rob ert King, Mark Rent flejs, and 
Sarah  Strauss  changed the way his tory was being  learned at their 
 schools and under stood in their com mu nities, and as a re sult, they 
 shifted the ho ri zons of their stu dents. Some did it with a whole  course, 
some with a class theme, some with a  mini-lecture. But all of them 
cou ra geously al tered the land scape  around them.

Be yond the in sights they  shared for this essay, three ad di tional 
 things be came in creas ingly clear to me over the  course of these con ver-
sa tions. One is the power of a sin gle  teacher to  change the whole cul ture 
of a  school. That was made ap par ent by the way Kurt  Dearie’s de ci sion 
to help start a GSA rad i cally trans formed Carls bad High  School into a 
place where GSA stu dents reg u larly con ducted sen si tiv ity train ings 
with the fa culty about LGBT is sues. Sim i larly, it be came clear to me that 
 eleventh grad ers at Brook lyn  Friends  School  learned LGBT his tory as 
part of their stan dard cur ric u lum sim ply be cause Mark Buen zle  started 
in cor po rat ing that ma te rial into his so cial move ments elec tive  course 
sev eral years ear lier. These  teachers’ in di vid ual ac tions made a tre men-
dous dif fer ence.

Sec ond, even the small est ef fort can have a large im pact. At Pal i-
sades Char ter High  School in South ern Cal i for nia, Rob ert King in cluded 
LGBT con tent  merely as a part of just one day’s lec ture in his AP U.S. 
his tory class, the day he fo cused on “the other civil  rights move ments.” 
That was all he had time to do. None the less, that lec ture  proved to be 
trans for ma tive. He ex plained, “We were dis cuss ing the Stone wall Inn, 
and I had men tioned the doc u men tary [Stone wall Up ris ing], and I was 
doing the best I could do, re lat ing what the story was. And Jack Davis 
 raised his hand and, at that mo ment, came out to the en tire class.” In an 
essay pub lished later, Davis wrote that King had been his “fa vor ite 
 teacher” and at the time he had been “look ing for a way to come out to 
every one.” “When a slide  popped up that men tioned Stone wall and that 
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many peo ple were com ing out at this time, I shot up my hand and said, 
‘I think I’ll take this op por tu nity to come out, and say that I’m gay.’”1 
King told me that when Davis came out, “the re ac tion of the en tire class 
was a round of ap plause. The kids just spon ta ne ously got up out their 
seats and  hugged him. It was truly an amaz ing ex pe ri ence.” For Davis 
“that his tory class may have been the most de fin ing mo ment of my 
com ing out”; run ning out the class room door af ter ward, “the  weight of 
the world seem ingly  lifted from my shoul ders . . . and I was ec static.” 
That was the im pact of a sin gle  mini-lecture, and for King as well, that 
day was “a high light of a  twenty-three-year ca reer in teach ing.”

Third, as  King’s com ment im plies, tak ing these steps, even when 
daunt ing or dif fi cult, can also pro foundly shift the class room ex pe ri ence 
for teach ers them selves. Sarah  Strauss, for in stance, made clear that 
intro duc ing this kind of new ma te rial felt risky. But when stu dents 
en tered her class ex claim ing, “This was a  really inter est ing ar ti cle! I 
never knew this stuff!” she felt re as sured. In part, she  thought, “they 
ap pre ciate that I’m tak ing a risk.” But more im por tant, for  Strauss her-
self, “I would say that some of my most satis fy ing or mean ing ful ex pe ri-
ences as a  teacher are inter con nected to this sort of  risk-taking.”

Inter est ingly, Kurt  Dearie faced the hard est chal lenges in doing this 
work, and yet he also ex pressed the strong est sense of grat ifi ca tion 
about it for him self: “You know, you go into ed u ca tion to help kids. 
And no where in my pro fes sional ca reer or my per sonal life have I been 
able to see the ef fect of good work as  clearly. As teach ers we hope that 
we make  change, but I can  really see it right in front of me with my own 
stu dents. It’s very re ward ing work, and the more you do, the bet ter 
 things are, and that  really re wards you. So it’s be come a pas sion for me. 
You can see that it’s so  needed, and that it  really makes  change.”

These teach ers all  shared  Dearie’s pas sion to help kids, to ed u cate 
them, and to make  change. What made them ex traor di nary was that 
every day they were tak ing con crete steps to  achieve those goals. And 
while I sus pect that many of them had never been “inter viewed” be fore 
about their teach ing, I found each of their words and ac tions in spir ing. 
Their thought ful ness, their cou rage, and their in sights all im pressed 
me. It was clear to me that they were all work ing to trans form their 
 classes and  schools and com mu nities by their ef forts. And they all 
 proved gen er ous and even eager to have their ex pe ri ences  shared with 
other teach ers—so that other teach ers could begin to im a gine how the 
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LGBT past can be come part of the  shared past we all teach in our 
 schools.
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