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LGBTQIA+ youth as multicultural educators
Barbara Dennis , Suraj Uttamchandani , Spencer Biery and Aubrie Blauvelt

Counseling and Educational Psychology, School of Education, Indiana University Bloomington, Bloomington,
IN, USA

ABSTRACT
Multicultural education generally takes place as culturally
competent adults prepare other adults to work with a variety of
student youth. In this paper, we present an alternative that
disrupts the pattern of adults teaching about youth. Our
alternative has youth educating adults in ways that centre youth’s
experiences and insights with schooling. We discuss the educative
efforts of Chroma, a youth community for LGBTQIA+ and allied
youth aged 12–20. First, we tell the story of Chroma’s educative
efforts. Then, we discuss our methodology. Next, we discuss three
key sets of insights about their educative efforts – anchoring
expertise, meeting adult learners halfway, and barriers to learning.
We raise questions inspired by these findings. At last, we conclude
with a deconstruction of the adult–youth binary in multicultural
education and ethnographic research.
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My advocacy is dedicated to young transgender, nonbinary and queer youth from pre-school
to young adulthood. To you I want to say:
I see you.
I hear you.
I believe in you – in us.
We are the change we have been waiting for. (Shéár Avory, national social justice advocate for
the empowerment of young people, as quoted by Fine et al. 2018, 11)

May (1994) conducted an ethnography of multicultural practices at an urban primary
school in New Zealand and found that successful multiculturalism requires organic
changes within schools – changes that draw on critical analysis by and active engagement
of teachers/concerned others within that school community. More than two decades after
his publication, the effects of multicultural education remain under-impressive on the
whole. In the present paper, we explore an example of multicultural education that (a) cri-
tically engages members of school communities while undermining assumptions of an
adult–youth binary prevalent in most multicultural education efforts and (b) draws atten-
tion to the value of minoritised experience as valid knowledge in the service of social
justice (Freire [1970] 2000).

The distinction between adults and youth implies a set of binaries: expert/non-expert,
powerful/disempowered, teacher/student, superordinate/subordinate, bearer of wisdom/
receiver of wisdom, and so on. Such binarial relations tend to be viewed as hierarchical,
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mutually exclusive, and oppositional (Sands 1996). It is typical in multicultural education
for culturally competent adults to prepare other adults to work with diverse groups of stu-
dents, sometimes with an orientation toward proposing structural changes within schools
that might ultimately lead to increased equity for students (see for example, Grant and
Sleeter 2007). However, these approaches still largely ignore youth’s perspectives and
direct experiences while inheriting the above binaries.

Through this paper, we tell the story of a youth-led group of Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual,
Trans, Queer, Intersex, Asexual and other sexual and gender minority (LGBTQIA+)
youth in the Bricksburg1 area who took equity and cultural competency training into
their own hands. Thus, our paper joins Asher (2007) in arguing for the substantive
inclusion of and advocacy for sexual and gender diversity in multicultural education,
while extending this argument to include LGBTQIA+ youth as expert educators.
Members of Chroma, a community-based (rather than school-based) youth organisation,
became multicultural educators focused on LGBTQIA+ affirming and equitable education
spaces. We, the authors, are all either adult volunteers or former youth members/current
adult volunteers of Chroma’s Teaching Committee (TC).

Both the cultural competency trainings and the ethnography that includes those train-
ings are mutually participatory – doing with rather than doing on. The purpose of this
paper is to share preliminary ethnographic insights of Chroma’s youth-led cultural com-
petency trainings – trainings that orientate toward producing more affirming, inclusive,
and equitable schools for LGBTQIA+ identifying students. Our critical, participatory eth-
nographic practices aim, also, to be affirming, inclusive, and equitable. We are committed
to change that is internally organic because we know that change that locates agency
outside of its vulnerable communities is both ineffective and unsustainable (Tuck and
Del Vecchio 2018). This paper is divided into four parts (1) the story of the TC; (2) the
methodological aspects of the TC’s work; (3) what we have learned so far in the
process; and (4) a deconstruction of the adult–youth binary in multicultural education
and ethnographic research. Our work takes up two methodological challenges for contem-
porary ethnography:

(1) How can we use research and education to collaboratively ‘speak boldly to/with com-
munities under siege, speak strategically to policymakers, enhance the work of prac-
titioners and expand social theory about the consequences of systemic injustice?’ (Fine
et al. 2018, 12).

(2) In whose voice are we speaking and who is the ‘we’ – how does our work become
broadly inclusive?

We contribute to the methodological field by sharing this exemplar of critical collabora-
tive-participatory ethnography. Within the context of this special issue, the paper develops
a homologous relationship between our social justice advocacy and our methodological
endeavours.

Becoming cultural competency educators: the story

Generally, ‘multicultural education… [has paid] limited attention to differences of sexu-
ality, gender and class’ (Asher 2007, 65). While gender and sexual-based bullying and
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violence is a problem worldwide, recent reports identify an increase in the US of school
bullying and acts of hate against people who identify as LGBTQIA+ since the 2016 US pre-
sidential election (Lang 2017; Southern Poverty Law Centre 2017) as well as a sociocultural
erosion of protections for youth identifying as LGBTQIA+ (Human Rights Campaign
2017). While victimisation trends are important to track, such reports tend to position
the targeted youth as in need of help rather than looking toward the institutions and
those in power within those spaces as in need. In other words, the youth are targeted
for change rather than the cultural context of schooling. Researchers at QuERI (Queering
Educational Research Institute) argued that LGBTQIA+ bullying is an outcome of a sexist
and homophobic school culture and socialisation process, meaning that LGBTQIA+ bul-
lying is not fundamentally individual, idiosyncratic, anti-social behaviour (Payne and
Smith 2013). According to Asher (2007, 65), teachers routinely ‘let homophobic slurs
go unchecked in schools’. Even after more than a decade of multicultural education man-
dates in US teacher preparation, well-intentioned teachers seem unprepared to be advo-
cates for LGBTQIA+ students and instead support the status quo of gender and sexual
harm for minoritised students. Less than a third of teachers who responded to a
GLSEN (survey reported having any developmental training on the topics of sexual orien-
tation or gender identity (Lang 2017). Even getting access to schools to destabilise gender
and sexual minoritisation can prove nearly impossible (Payne and Smith 2018). We argue
it is this cultural context of schools that is the seat of the problem (see also Payne and
Smith 2013; Rawlings 2017; Ringrose and Rawlings 2015). Contemporary institutional
and political arguments related to including LGBTQIA+ people in US public spaces
and institutions tend not to focus on the educational needs required to bring about a cul-
tural shift. If left to adults, our policies and educational programming would persist along
similar non-inclusive, unhealthy cultural lines. Members of Chroma wanted to speak into
this situation on their own behalf.

Although Bricksburg is a progressive stronghold in the generally conservative US
Midwest, its schools and youth programs are not free from the effects of sexist and
homophobic culture. A GLSEN 2015 National School Climate Survey (Kosciw et al.
2015) in this particular Midwestern state found that LGBTQIA+ students experienced
forms of school discrimination that limited school participation. Similarly, a survey
administered by Chroma in 2015 revealed that of 56 LGBTQIA+ youth respondents
who attended local schools, 21% had not joined activities, teams, or clubs at school
because of their LGBTQIA+ status, 33% of students had skipped school at least once
because of their LGBTQIA+ status, and 65% had felt unsafe at school because of their
LGBTQIA+ status. Most significantly, 71% of respondents reported that the teachers/
staff at their school do not intervene appropriately when verbal or physical harassment
regarding sexual orientation, gender identity, or gender expression occurs. In an effort
to address some of these local inequities and empower youth to position themselves
as experts on their own experiences, Chroma quickly formed a youth-led teaching com-
mittee (TC), which created and began offering cultural competency training to youth-
serving professionals locally and throughout the state. This section of the paper tells
the story of becoming cultural competency educators with a focus on transforming
schools.
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About the Chroma Youth Community and TC

Chroma Youth Community formed in 2014 as a non-school-based, youth-led organis-
ation for LGBTQIA+ youth and their allies aged 12–20 years. In June 2015, members
of this organisation spoke at a local school board meeting and requested that their teachers
receive cultural competency training related to working with LGBTQIA+ students. The
students’ impassioned and articulate points at that meeting produced three crucial oppor-
tunities that became the start of something much more involved than any of us might have
anticipated in those early moments. First, the board of the largest school district in the area
approved three policy changes:

(1) ‘Sexual orientation’ and ‘gender identity’ were added to the school’s bullying and anti-
harassment policies;

(2) Gender-neutral bathrooms were made available if requested; and
(3) Schools were directed to use students’ preferred gender pronouns if requested.

Though neither the policies nor their implementations were ideal, they nonetheless
reflected possibilities for student-led initiatives. Such possibilities are fundamentally
important for what developed.

Following their success with the School Board, Chroma sponsored a community-wide
panel presentation with the State-Elected School Superintendent (September 2015). This
event had youth leading and presenting alongside the State Superintendent. The event
filled a local high school auditorium and was written about in the local paper. Finally,
in November 2015, the TC conducted cultural competency training for more than 600
k–12 teachers in the local district. These initial activities became the springboard for
Chroma’s TC.

The TC continues to have an active presence as LGBTQIA+ cultural competency edu-
cators for youth-serving professionals around the state and beyond. Having delivered
trainings to over 1500 adults, Chroma’s version of cultural competency trainings holds
true to the idea that people from diverse backgrounds and experiences, people who are min-
oritised through social oppressions, and people whose voices are not often heard, should have
opportunities to speak for themselves. Rather than having others speak on their behalf these
youth speak out. ‘One of the radical promises of critical research is the possibility that we
can tell a different story’ (Fine 2018, 11). The Chroma youth use the resources and expertise
of their own diverse set of experiences to stimulate and inform the trainings they prepare,
affirming, as hooks (1989) noted, that marginality is ‘the site of radical possibility, a space of
resistance’ and a space of claiming new words and new stories to produce alternative
knowledge to counter those mainstream ideas that serve to sustain oppression and minor-
itising (206). As if having read Asher (2007), the TC members stood to say ‘we are here to
bring the concerns of LGBTQIA+ youth where they are missing’. Through their youthful-
ness and their substantive focus, they are diversifying standard multicultural education.

Chroma youth as educators

The youth describe their experiences educating adult teachers as contentious but reward-
ing. Youth are putting themselves at a fair amount of personal risk by publicly identifying
themselves as part of the LGBTQIA+ community, and even more so by educating adults
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who may be unwilling, unreceptive, or angered by topics relating to LGBTQIA+ lives.
Though some youth worried about the backlash that they might receive for participating
in the trainings, both from students and teachers, they all ultimately decided the benefits
outweighed those risks.

Wyn and White (2000) write of the paradox of ‘youth’ as active agents consciously
shaping their own identities and simultaneously as relatively homogeneous and powerless.
‘We argue that there is a paradoxical relationship between perceived choice and agency
among young people at an individual level and the structural conditions of young
people’s lives, which for many precludes the attainment of adult social goals’ (Wyn and
White 2000, 166). Those paradoxes are relevant to youth-led education.

There are many barriers to break down when youth educate adults, especially adults
who are concretely in positions of power over youth. Not only do the youth have to
break through the dynamic of the youth/adult binary, they also must overcome the
dynamic of student/teacher. As discussed below, many youth noted that teachers
seemed unreceptive to the training simply because of the age of the presenters.
However, when audience members were able to see that the youth did indeed possess
expert knowledge and that the training was valuable, the results could be described as
transformational. Thus, the mere enactment of youth-led cultural competency trainings
is in itself an act of social justice advocacy (Fine 2018, 110).

Ethnographic collaborations: the inquiry process

‘Critical researchers are neither tape recorders nor ventriloquists’ (Fine 2018, 12). Our
ongoing, critical participatory ethnographic engagement as/with members of the
Chroma TC committee enables us to work with the youth to conduct the inquiry they
want to be conducted. By documenting the processes, delivery, experiences, and outcomes
of the education and training efforts, our ethnographic goal is to use our voices, experi-
ences, and platforms to advocate with and for minoritised LGBTQIA+ and non-binary
youth – with the ideal of forging a more socially just, equitable, affirming, and sustainable
society for thriving in diverse and multifaceted ways. We do not describe the youth experi-
ences from a damage-based perspective, but from

the complexity of a lived life, the sparks of agency grabbed and pocketed throughout a day,
the subtle resistances and overflows, the planned forgetting and the planned unforgetting, the
expertise gained in being at the bottom of hierarchies which rely on one’s labour and erasure.
(Tuck and Del Vecchio 2018, 81)

Chroma TC members are committed to voicing experiences from their own lives, rather
than speaking on behalf of others, in order to model the value of inclusion. But, there is a
tension in this. Chroma has a stage and has members who are able to speak. But we know
that not all youth can use their own voices and experiences. We also know full well the
emotional and psychic violence of being spoken for and against in devastating circum-
stances of ‘check-this-box’ identity-making and adult-splaining youth’s experiences. It is
important then to also acknowledge that we seek neither to be misrepresented nor to mis-
represent, knowing that ‘misrecognition is foreplay to disposability’ (Fine et al. 2018, 30).
Thus, TC members amplified the possible experiences of LGBTQIA+ youth in insti-
tutional settings through their own lived examples – not as the sum total of all experiences
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or as predictors of others’ experiences, but as evidence of a range of experiences. Also, the
youth were fairly diverse in terms of their experiences and identifications. They resisted
the temptation to speak as if they have only one voice and instead modelled respect for
differences. It is in honour of difference that they aimed to be inclusive with their own
personality, socioeconomic, and cultural disjunctures.

Thus, we have created a co-emergent, participatory ethnography committed to these
same values as our educational trainings. Both youth and adults have been involved in
generating the data, analysing, and now writing about it, and none of us would be con-
sidered ‘outside’ researchers. In both the cultural competency trainings and the research,
we maximise the insider positions – that is, we amplify and illuminate the wisdom from
within. ‘[W]e believe that researchers have an obligation to refuse normativity and to
create spaces, instead, where complex, full selves can unfurl, unravel and embrace both
uncertainty and hybridity’ (Fine et al. 2018, 30). Doing this benefits us all.

Research participants: ourselves and others

Each year, Chroma youth are asked to identify the kinds of leadership interests they have
within the community such as committees on which they might want to serve, which
includes electing a TC Co-Chair and Vice Chair. There are presently seven youth and
two adult members of the committee. This paper is based on work over the years that
include members who are no longer on the TC. Barbara and Suraj have been with the
TC since its beginning.2 Youth participant researchers (Spencer and Aubrie) transcribed
observations and focus group interviews and participated in analysing the data in addition
to their activities as TC members. Those who attended training sessions are included as
participants, but in anonymous ways, as we do not know their names during the trainings
and they complete feedback surveys anonymously. The adult learners get involved in the
trainings through their place of employment or conference attendance.

Methods

We used critical ethnographic data collection and analysis methods which recursively
overlap in the field. Participant observation has been the primary method of data collec-
tion (September 2015 – May 2018) including 45 cultural competency trainings, bi-
monthly TC meetings, at least 20 workdays and 10 community-wide educational events
(hundreds of hours across the 3 years). Additionally, we collected data from feedback
forms given out at the training sessions, interviews with adult learners (6) and focus
group interviews with TC members (3).

We analysed all the data using reconstructive approaches developed from critical eth-
nographic practices (Carspecken 1996). We used descriptive statistics to look at pre-
session and post-session self-ratings and general feedback ratings. With the open-ended
portion of the survey, we read the comments as a group, right after the trainings, and
talked about them. We located both patterns of response and also, what we think of as
‘stand-out’ comments – comments that indicate something about the adult learner’s per-
spective on the trainings that might be unique or insightful. The analysis draws on critical
metatheory. We assume that knowledge is not neutral, and that all truth claims are pro-
duced communicatively.
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Validity

To strengthen the validity of our ethnography, we used audio-recorders, thick field notes,
collaborative data generation and analysis, member checking, and long-term engagement
with the field. We triangulated the data and analyses, by looking across the analyses of
different trainings, conducting interviews with participants, and coding the evaluation
forms. These strategies are well-accepted amongst ethnographers as ways to check the
meaning and interpretations of data.

What we have learned so far – insights and conversation points

We report on insights that specifically relate to multicultural learning ideals: anchoring
expertise, meeting adult learners halfway, and barriers to learning. Insights from these
interpretive findings enable us to conclude with a conversation about our experienced
limitations and opportunities as youth multicultural educators. We summarise each sub-
section with relevant conversation points related to youth-led cultural competency train-
ings on working positively with LGBTQIA+ youth.

Anchoring expertise

The youth felt a keen responsibility for anchoring their expertise in both their own experi-
ences and factual studies. They wanted the trainings to be accurate and meaningful. They
began the trainings arguing that their teachers needed to be more culturally competent
and that they saw this as a matter of expertise. They believed they had expertise to
share. Expertise manifested through their work in at least two ways: through their own
direct experience and use of credible sources.

Learning from those with direct experiences
The youth made it clear during their trainings that they were speaking from their own
experiences and research, and that their perspectives should not be taken to represent
all LGBTQIA+ youth. They provided a disclaimer to make this point. Panel discussions
constitute an important part of the training sessions. During this time, audience
members were encouraged to ask questions and the youth responded by drawing directly
on their own experiences or on the experiences of people they specifically know. They
offered actual examples from their daily lives. Though this happens often, we will
examine just one instance from an early training. During the panel discussion, an audience
member asked about things teachers might have done with good intention, but with not so
good consequences. Issac shared a story from his experience when a teacher had misgen-
dered him and he had asked the teacher to use the pronouns ‘him/he’. Issac had corrected
the teacher in the class and the teacher’s response was to ask a guidance counsellor to talk
with Issac about not undermining teacher authority in the class:

[A]nd so it’s just this really… uncomfortable thing where they were trying to do good by not
raising it up in class or calling me out or trying to get me in trouble or anything. But it was
… , they felt [that] they couldn’t talk to me [because] they felt like I was doing this thing. And
so it… cut off the opportunity for a dialog between me and that teacher.
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What the teacher did to Issac was move the possibility of conversing with Issac into a con-
versation about Issac intended to benefit the teacher, not the student. More importantly,
the teacher failed to interpret Issac’s self-advocacy as a learning opportunity and instead
interpreted it as disrespect on Issac’s part.

Ovni recently commented that adults can trust the information from the youth because
the youth draw on their own experiences. The youth trust their own experiences and part of
their self-advocacy is drawing on these experiences for the trainings. This is itself an act of
resistance in a society that persistently teaches minoritised folks to distrust what they feel
and see. It is notable that ageism and cis-heterosexism combine for these youth in such a
way that to know who one is and to claim it constitute acts of both reclamation and
defiance. They model a value of personal experience as important knowledge for youth-
working professionals. Often, during the panel discussions, adults will mention a specific
scenario with an LGBTQIA+ youth and then ask Chroma members how they should
have responded or handled the situation. Usually, this gets Chroma educators talking
through a variety of possibilities for responding as well as potentially harmful things to
avoid, but most importantly, someone on the Chroma team will also point out that the
adult could ask the youth in their institutions what they would like to have happened.
This reminds the adults of the source of knowledge available to them through the youth.
This comes up quite directly when the Chroma team teaches the adults to honour and
accept a child’s self-claiming even when that child is young. If a youngster identifies as a
girl, even if that youngster was assigned the gender of the boy at birth, adults should not
discount that child’s self-knowledge and awareness as if the adult knows better.

Citing credible sources
Across all of the planned TC events, the youth are careful to draw on credible sources and
to cite academically acceptable materials. This has been persistently the case with their use
of history and their discussion of the singular gender-neutral use of they/them/theirs. At
almost every training, the singular use of they/them/theirs has been challenged as not
grammatically correct. The youth draw on several sources in response to that challenge.
They share examples of ordinary use of they/them/theirs in the singular and they
report on the conditions under which APA allows for the use of they/them/theirs as singu-
lar pronouns. Citing this respected source makes it difficult for the adult learners to con-
tinue their challenge. Chroma members are careful to cite mainstream respected sources,
like the USA Centre for Disease Control, when they present statistics on health and well-
being. When preparing for trainings, the youth work together using the internet to estab-
lish the trustworthiness of information. The youth also provide handouts citing infor-
mation sources. Using credible sources during the presentation component of the
trainings anchors expertise for the objective information in the same way that using per-
sonal experience anchors expertise for subjective experiences. For example, the youth
introduce Crenshaw’s (1991) concept of ‘intersectionality3‘ and so they tracked down
the original lawsuit she discusssed to be able to use significant background information
to explain the concept.

Conversation points
From this section, we are inspired to raise the following conversational points as ways of
advancing dialogue on the role of youth expertise in youth-led cultural competency trainings.
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. Chroma is predominately white and middle class. We recognise that many of our TC
members have social privilege in terms of education, race, and economic class. How can
the experiences of those who experience greater marginalisation be engaged so that the
trainings themselves reflect greater diversity and so that the maxim of teaching from
personal experiences is maintained?

. We know that experience is never direct – it is always interpreted experience. How can
we bring in this interpretation aspect while retaining the power of experience as a
source for knowledge? Also, not all experiences are equally appreciated and understood.
How do power relations and homophobia/transphobia influence the way some experi-
ences might be appreciated and other experiences might be discounted by the audience?
Do audience members take youth who present easily as male or female (rather than pre-
senting as non-binary) more seriously?

. There is a tension between relying too much on the expertise of those who identify as
LGBTQIA+ and, yet, also benefitting from and honouring what they have to say. A
similar tension holds between taking responsibility for one’s learning and using those
around you to make that easier at their expense.

Meeting them halfway

Chroma educators hope that their adult learners will make progress in their commitment
to engage in positive, affirming practices with respect to their LGBTQIA+ students/clients.
Our youth educators have worked to find the balance between creating a safe space for
learning and expecting the adults to be invested in this important work. Chroma youth
work hard to hear questions and comments as well-intentioned. Mars reflected (Novem-
ber 2015) that even when the adults are not respectful, the youth want to meet them
halfway.

Allowing microaggressions from the audience to foster open discussions
Chroma TC youth actually teach about microaggressions in their cultural competency
trainings. For example, during a presentation in 2015 to teachers and school administra-
tors, Hal said, ‘[M]icroaggressions are verbal, nonverbal, and environmental insults or
snubs… [T]hey can be intentional or nonintentional or unintentional and they usually
communicate hostile or negative messages regarding a student’s um marginalised group
status’. Meanwhile, although the youth discuss the topic of microaggression with some
detail in their trainings, they simultaneously experience microaggressions from their audi-
ences in their questions and comments. In a focus group interview, Tod reported that TC
trainers needed to be

prepared to hear some really kind of upsetting comments from people… also, be able to keep
your cool with that and be, you know, in the moment so that it is like a teaching moment
rather than an angry moment. … You feel angry, but you don’t show it.

Micro-aggressions are aggressive, but in ways that simultaneously control capacities for
assertive responses on the parts of those aggressed against. An example of when micro-
aggressions were worked through in an effort to foster an open discussion occurred
during a TC meeting. Fife offered the following reflection:
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The questions were kind of laced in cis, sexism and transphobia, and it was very uncomfor-
table, like unconscious and not intended, but it was there. Which was what kind of sucked
and my thing is I feel like there’s leniency cause if you don’t know you’re going to say
dumb crap which is why during the Q and A when somebody asks like a really like badly
worded question, I can still take out what they mean and just try and answer to the best I
can because I’m not going to reprimand somebody in front of a ton of people for not
knowing what to say cause it’s not really their fault but it was just… I don’t know. The
way things were worded were very kind of disregarding the humanity of trans people in a
way so it was like ‘oooooh’.

In this example, Fife showed how youth would sometimes allow homophobic/transphobic,
sexist questions and comments in order to create a safe space for the adults while also
trying to maintain an open conversation.

Facing ‘devil advocates’
Chroma never wants to sacrifice advocacy in its trainings and this takes a particularly valu-
able role when faced with questions posed as ‘playing the devil’s advocate’. During many of
the trainings, at least one person poses a question or problem from the perspective of the
‘devil’s advocate’. Usually, these questions are offered by people who are self-described
allies of LGBTQIA+ youth and they almost expect the youth to position-take with the
adults – that is to assume the perspective of an adult in relation to an LGBTQIA+
youth. The position of devil’s advocates (as a particular kind of adult resistance) requires
the youth educators to respond to this resistance in good faith as if the devil’s advocate was
an ally. During an October 2016 focus group interview, Tod, Aero and Bee talked about
one specific example.

Aero: … the people who handled it with the devil’s advocate last year did a really good
job. … [The devil’s advocate was suggesting there would be some teachers who
would internally be asking] ‘What if you don’t want to respect these students?’
And Issac was, or, whoever, said it [responded with] ‘[we] don’t care if you don’t
respect these students, they are your students. They’re here to learn’.

Tod: It’s your job as a teacher!
Aero: Yeah!
Bee: Mhm.
Tod: That’s just ridiculous. Like come on.
Aero: Yeah…
Tod: You shouldn’t be a teacher if you’re not ready to respect other students [who are

different from yourself].
Bee: True.
Aero: Mhm! So they, the people who talked to this person they didn’t take it in a harmful

way, they very respectfully [said] ‘well, this is like, that’s your job. You have to
respect your students’.

Tod: Yeah.
Aero: ‘You’re not here to impose your religious views or your political views on your stu-

dents so… ’
Tod: Yeah… I think, yeah, I think that was a really good way to handle it.

In the above interaction, we can see both what happened during the training and, also,
how Tod, Aero, and Bee felt as they emphasised their own expectations that teachers
would respect their students. It was important that there was advocacy at the moment,
while also demonstrating respect for the teacher who took the devil’s advocate position.
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As one of the youth said, following a training session, ‘We got to a good point but still,
[there was] this internal screaming this whole time; “uhhhh”’.

Similarly, some adult learners established their own alignment as allies by, for example,
mentioning that they have a gay uncle or that they ‘don’t’ have any problem with gay
people’ and then add a ‘but’ so that they can go on to ask something that otherwise
might have been offensive or rude. The youth never let go of their advocacy mission,
but they also responded in ways that assumed the best of intentions on the part of the
adult posing the question, believing that doing so would lead to a more productive learn-
ing experience for the adult and therefore better experiences for the LGBTQIA+ youth
with whom the adult interacts.

Safety over comfort
Another one of the messages that Chroma educators deliver in their trainings is that safety
for LGBTQIA+ youth should be the top priority for youth-working professionals. In the
context of youth shelters, the youth are often told, ‘Not everyone will be comfortable with
trans people sharing their space. We will have clients who are not comfortable’. TC
members responded with information about risk factors for trans people and emphasised
the responsibility adults have for making sure LGBTQIA+ youth are safe even if that
means others in the space are uncomfortable. As educational leaders, Chroma members
prioritised the comfort of audience members over their own comfort, while also trying
to self-advocate.

Conversation points
Insights articulated in this section raise the following conversation points about youth–
adult relationships in youth-led training efforts:

. Should the youth be willing to go further than halfway? Are they already meeting the
adults more than halfway?

. What does it mean to ask minoritised youth to meet potential violators halfway in an
effort to foster learning on the part of the violators?

. What differences in standards are applied to adult learners in contrast with youth lear-
ners? What differences in standards are applied to adult educators in contrast with
youth educators?

Barriers to learning

Learning is never a guarantee, but it is more likely when there is successful cooperation
between learners and teachers. The following barriers seemed to thwart adults meeting
the youth halfway.

Adult disengagement
When the youth were assessing the quality of the training session retrospectively, they
often first talked about the level of engagement of audience members. In fact, this is
one of the things they took into account. For example, in a focus group discussion,
Aero referred to a specific training, ‘That one went really, really well I feel like because
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we had a lot more involvement from the audience and we asked them to share things they
have done at both the beginning and the end’. They went on to say, ‘I feel like they actually
learned from that one ‘cuz they got to talk with us directly afterwards’. The youth thought
carefully about how to foster question-asking and engagement with the audience as they
prepared their trainings. Despite these efforts, there were patterned examples of adults
who were doing things such as using their phones, talking about other things, or
surfing the Internet.

Missing the point
During one reflection, TC members were recalling a question posed during the panel dis-
cussion about a situation that happened in another state and had made the popular media
circuit. A trans youth wanted to use the locker room aligned with her gender identity and
the school did not want to allow it. This spurred another person in the audience to say, ‘As
a mother, I don’t want my daughter to go into the locker room and then see this boy’s
penis. If he goes in there, she will see his penis. I’m just not comfortable with that’.
This comment followed a presentation focused primarily on gender. This parent
reduced the situation of a trans girl wanting to use the locker room designated for girls
to one of genitalia and biology while missing the (explicitly discussed) point from the pres-
entation that sex/biology/genitalia are not synonyms for gender. The trans girl was mis-
gendered through the example because she was referred to as a boy with a penis.
Reflecting on this moment at a later TC meeting, Fife commented that he struggled
when audience members wanted the discussion to be about biology because this ‘erases
everything about a trans person’ and, thus, is counter to the points being made about
gender.

Active resistance, rejection, and aggression
There are a few examples, perhaps one per training, where there was active resistance from
adult learners to the cultural competency training. In some instances, the resistance had to
do with feeling forced to attend. Sometimes the resistance was noted through body posture
and counter-engagement. For example, our field notes indicated that some adults slept
through the trainings. Some sat with their arms crossed, turned away from the presenters
throughout the session, and even engaged in other activities during the presentation.
Resistance was also visible on the feedback forms. For example, the forms asked for
basic demographic information, but they did so in an open-ended fashion and they
included sexuality, gender orientation and so on. Some participants left the sexual orien-
tation blank while filling out all other demographic information. In other words, they
resisted engaging themselves authentically in the trainings.

Some adults expressed their active rejection and aggression through comments on the
feedback forms. For example, some respondents wrote ‘none of your business’ on the
sexual orientation demographic item. A person who failed to complete the demographic
information at the start of the form, wrote, ‘Gender unicorn – sex assigned at birth –male,
female + other/intersex? – NO NO NO NO NO!’ The reference to the ‘gender unicorn’
involved a PowerPoint slide through which the youth were trying to teach about the differ-
ences between gender identity, sexual orientation, birth-assigned sex (through genitalia
and chromosomes), gender expression, and romantic orientation through an annotated
image of a cartoon unicorn. Another person (identifying as a white male) claimed to
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have a problem with some aspects of the presentation and he emphatically said that the
youth were incorrect while also not taking responsibility for elaborating on or backing
up his own taken-for-granted perspective.

These kinds of aggressions and rejections were rarely experienced at community-wide
events, as the adult participants at those events were participating of their own accord.
This contrasts with youth-working professionals who may have felt forced to attend the
trainings. One administrator told Barbara that they faced resistance from teachers
about having to attend the training and an administrator said, ‘Yeah, you know, I told
them we were going to do this and they were all rolling their eyes and they didn’t want
to do it and I said, "Look, you know it’s hard for me too. I’m straight”’. This comment
suggests that straight people would find it hard to have to learn about and/or from
LGBTQIA+ people. Rarely are these aggressive and rejecting comments made openly to
the youth.

Rescuing orientations and patronising praise
We have noticed that some adults wanted to be ‘rescuers’ for the youth. This was enacted
during the trainings both explicitly and implicitly. It came up implicitly when adult lear-
ners wanted to hear how terrible and hard a gay youth’s life is so as to be positioned as
someone who can help that suffering child. As an act of self-advocacy, the youth did
not want to ‘give’ sob stories to beseeching audiences. By positioning the youth as
needy rather than empowered and full of voice, the adults were still positioned as the
powerful and as superordinate in an adult/youth binary. This is counter to the advocacy
orientation that the youth assumed in their trainings. What they had to offer the teachers
were cultural competency skills and motivational insights based on equity and social
justice knowledge, not based on compassion for gay tears. A common comment from
the feedback surveys was, ‘Young people did a great job of telling us how it feels to
have lack of support’, from a person who failed to provide any demographic information.
At a TC workday in 2016, Mars pointed this quote out as representative of a typical
comment and they added, ‘Sounds like some weird “straight people loving queer tears”
shit to me’. We want to note that an adult with a rescuing orientation says more about
the position of the adult-other than it does about any needs the queer youth may or
may not have for help.

Another way adult trainees sometimes responded was through praise of the youth. The
praise was genuinely expressed but seemed also quite dependent on an adult/youth binary.
Typical comments from trainees to Barbara or Suraj after a session were, ‘They did really
well. You should be very proud of them’ or ‘They did better than most of the adult pre-
senters’. During one of the Chroma reflections (November 17, 2016), this idea of patron-
ising praise was raised for the first time.

Mars: Um, I may be reading too much into this but I feel like every single time that we give
the presentation when people are ‘Oh my gosh, you did such a good job!’ And then
they shake your hand and [say] Wow, you’re so brave to do this’. All this stuff. I
don’t know it always just feels really…weird to me…And it’s almost patronizing.

Chroma educators recognised a difference between ‘patronising praise’ and respectful
appreciation of their expertise.
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Conversation points
From these insights we want to raise the following conversation points about barriers to
learning in youth-led educative efforts:

. What do we do about the demands on those who experience to violence to also be the
ones to speak out against the violence? What is the role of allies and accomplices?

. What might be the ways that safety for adult learners does not compromise safety for
the youth?

. What is the grey space between ‘meeting them halfway’ and barriers to learning?

The necessary undoing of heteronormativity and the adult/youth binary in
multicultural education ethnography: conclusion

There is an assumption in Chroma that is worth restating: people with direct experiences
with social minoritisation have important insights for changing social injustices. Those
experiences are not expected to be homogeneous. Chroma embodies May’s (1994) sugges-
tion that multicultural education must be internally energised. To the extent that multi-
cultural education has social justice aspirations, such insights are not merely relevant,
they are crucial and necessary (as Anzaldua 1987; Du Bois 1903; Fine 1994; Freire
[1970] 2000, and others, have argued). The educational work of Chroma lives at two inter-
secting minoritisations – those related to gender and sexual non-conformity and those
related to the adult/youth binary. Our ethnographic work not only reports on these
aspects of multicultural education, it must also confront these aspects within our work.

Heteronormativity is rooted in a conflation of gender and sexual orientation. Bringing
LGBTQIA+ experience to the centre is itself an uprooting. For cis-gendered, heterosexual
participants at the educational events, this uprooting might be uncomfortable even if it is
necessary. According to our research, some basic elements of heteronormativity are
difficult to destabilise. For example, many people comment on their feedback forms
that using the gender-neutral ‘they/them/their’ pronouns in reference to single people is
not okay, or will be difficult despite assurances from the youth that credible writing
sources such as the American Psychological Association Style Manual approve. Another
indicator is the number of times heterosexual has been misspelled by the adults on the
feedback forms – as if they have not had to write the word before (and did not pay atten-
tion when it the word was displayed on presentation slides). Sentiments like the following
comment from a feedback form are not unusual: ‘Being aware that for many adults this is
new and can be overwhelming – in our attempts to be more sensitive to all LGBTQ –
understand we are learning’. In this response, we see that the adult wants to be more sen-
sitive to LGBTQIA+ youth, but not to dismantle heteronormativity. In our own work
together as Chroma, we must dismantle heteronormativity and its related social constructs
– patriarchy, homophobia, transphobia, heterosexism, genderism, and sexism. We work to
uproot these from our own thinking and ways of interacting, while bringing them into the
educational trainings as content.

Moreover, we have used the ethnographic example of LGBTQIA+ youth cultural com-
petency trainings to report on insights related to the adult/youth binary in multicultural
education. The primary point is that youth bring a wide variety of cultural competences
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to multicultural education opportunities and this expertise is largely being ignored in the
multicultural literature and practices. The inequity of adult/youth relationships in edu-
cation persists as if it is acceptable and reasonable. For Chroma youth, social justice
and equity involve self-advocacy and assume a framework of reciprocity. Chroma’s
research and educational events bring youth voices and wisdom into conversation with
adults in ways that stand on these principles. Though adults, like Barbara and Suraj, are
along as accomplices, ready and willing to follow youth leadership, the youth chose to
take up the leadership. Recent ethnographic critique (Dennis and Huf 2016) suggests
that the adult/youth binary is retained when adults in power seek to empower youth or
use child-friendly methods while retaining basic control. The foundation of minoritisation
remains intact. Research for youth must be engaged with youth. We argue that multicul-
tural education intended to benefit a new generation of children and youth must be
engaged with and led by children and youth. Models of both research and education prac-
tices that perpetuate the adult as knowledge bearer in relation to child-beneficiaries fail to
undo one of the most persistent inequities in education practice – the adult/youth binary.
The youth in this case are hit with a double whammy: those experiencing violence are
expected to take on the enormous additional risks of speaking out and those who are
both the violators and the learners do not have to accept or value the youth as educators.

We have treated the system of adult/youth inequities and the system of cisnormativity
and heteronormativity as if they are two distinct forms of oppression. Certainly, they do
manifest in some distinct ways. However, we conclude this paper with the question of
intra-sectional spaces and the ways in which heteronormativity and cis-genderness cultu-
rally instantiate the adult/youth binary. Building on both Crenshaw’s (1991) concept of
intersectionality and Barad’s (2008) idea of intra-action, we can move toward the
concept intra-sectional (Dennis 2017). Barad’s idea of intra-action suggests that agency
is better described as an entanglement of what surrounds the individual actors as part
of what is involved in an actor acting. Thus, the phrase intra-sectional refers to the
whole scene where the individual standing in the intersection (Crenshaw 1991) and
those forces, ideas, norms, and materiality that hold that intersection in place, form it,
and substantiate it as a space. The adult/youth structures are instantiated through a
view of children as the product of heteronormative activity with cis-gender aspirations.
When one presents one’s self as a competent adult, part of that competence asks for
gender conformity and heteronormativity. Our multicultural education involves bringing
about justice by drawing on the liberating stories of those who are minoritised. This sim-
ultaneously counters the master stories that hold oppressions in place as sensible.

Notes

1. We have used pseudonyms for the town, organisation, and member participants.
2. Barbara and Suraj are both primarily adult volunteers (and secondarily researchers) who

attend bi-monthly meetings, offer feedback on youth’s presentations (when asked to do
so), coordinate presentation requests, provide transportation to trainings, and generally
serve as the adult resources to the committee. They both paid added attention to making
sure data were being collected, prepared, and analysed and that the project was maintaining
a commitment to internal review board (IRB) standards.

3. Intersectionality is a concept indicating that the effects of multiple-marginalisation are not
reducible to the distinct categories of marginalisation themselves.

374 B. DENNIS ET AL.



Disclosure statement

No potential conflict of interest was reported by the authors.

ORCID

Barbara Dennis http://orcid.org/0000-0002-2447-3959
Suraj Uttamchandani http://orcid.org/0000-0002-9521-9384

References

Anzaldua, Gloria. 1987. Borderlands/La Frontera: The New Mestiza. San Francisco, CA: Aunt Lute
Books.

Asher, Nina. 2007. “Made in the (Multicultural) U.S.: Unpacking Tensions of Race, Culture,
Gender, and Sexuality in Education.” Educational Researcher 36 (2): 65–73.

Barad, Karen. 2008. “Queer Causation and the Ethics of Mattering.” In Queering the Non/Human,
edited by N. Giffney and M. Hird, 311–388. Farnham: Ashgate.

Carspecken, Phil. 1996. Critical Ethnography in Education: A Practical and Theoretical Guide.
New York: Routledge.

Crenshaw, Kimberley. 1991. “Mapping the Margins: Intersectionality, Identity Politics, and
Violence Against Women of Color.” Stanford Law Review 63 (4): 1241–1299.

Dennis, Barbara. 2017. “Destabilizing Power and Authority: Taking Intersectionality Seriously.”
Plenary Session, Comparative and International Education Society Symposium, Washington,
DC. October, 14–16.

Dennis, Barbara, and Christina Huf. 2016. “Children as Researchers? Methodological
Considerations on Participation in the Context of Childhood Studies.” Paper presented at the
Oxford Ethnography in Education Conference, Oxford, UK. September, 17–19.

Du Bois, William E. B. 1903. The Souls of Black Folk. Chicago, IL: A.C. McClurg & Co.
Fine, Michelle. 1994. Working the Hyphens: Reinventing the Self and Other in Qualitative

Research. In Handbook of Qualitative Research, edited by N. Denzin and Y. S. Lincoln, 70–82.
Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

Fine, Michelle. 2018. Just Research in Contentious Times: Widening the Methodological
Imagination. New York: Teachers College Press.

Fine, Michelle, Maria E. Torré, David Frost, Allison Cabana, and Shéár Avory. 2018. Refusing to
Check the Box: Participatory Inqueery at the Radical Rim. In The Methodological Dilemma
Revisited: Creative, Critical, and Collaborative Approaches to Qualitative Research for a New
Era, edited by K. Gallagher, 11–32. New York: Routledge.

Freire, Paulo. [1970] 2000. The Pedagogy of the Oppressed. New York: Bloomsbury.
Grant, Carl, and Christine Sleeter. 2007. Doing Multicultural Education for Achievement and

Equity. New York: Routledge.
hooks, bell. 1989. Talking Back: Thinking Feminism, Thinking Black. Boston, MA: South End Press.
Human Rights Campaign. 2017. "School Anti-Bullying." Accessed June 13, 2018. https://www.hrc.

org/state-maps/anti-bullying.
Kosciw, Joseph, Emily Greytak, Noreen Giga, Christian Villenas, and David Danischewski. 2015.

The 2015 School Climate Survey: The Experiences of Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, and
Queer Youth in Our Nation’s Schools. New York: GLSEN. Accessed July 19, 2017. https://
www.glsen.org/sites/default/files/2015%20National%20GLSEN%202015%20National%20School
%20Climate%20Survey%20%28NSCS%29%20-%20Full%20Report_0.pdf.

Lang, Nico. 2017. "New Study: Rates of Anti-LGBTQ School Bullying at ‘Unprecedented High’."
The Daily Beast, June 4. Accessed July 21, 2018. https://www.thedailybeast.com/new-study-
rates-of-anti-lgbtq-school-bullying-at-unprecedented-high.

May, Stephen. 1994. Making Multicultural Education Work. Bristol: Longdunn Press.

ETHNOGRAPHY AND EDUCATION 375

http://orcid.org/0000-0002-2447-3959
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-9521-9384
https://www.hrc.org/state-maps/anti-bullying
https://www.hrc.org/state-maps/anti-bullying
https://www.glsen.org/sites/default/files/2015%20National%20GLSEN%202015%20National%20School%20Climate%20Survey%20%28NSCS%29%20-%20Full%20Report_0.pdf
https://www.glsen.org/sites/default/files/2015%20National%20GLSEN%202015%20National%20School%20Climate%20Survey%20%28NSCS%29%20-%20Full%20Report_0.pdf
https://www.glsen.org/sites/default/files/2015%20National%20GLSEN%202015%20National%20School%20Climate%20Survey%20%28NSCS%29%20-%20Full%20Report_0.pdf
https://www.thedailybeast.com/new-study-rates-of-anti-lgbtq-school-bullying-at-unprecedented-high
https://www.thedailybeast.com/new-study-rates-of-anti-lgbtq-school-bullying-at-unprecedented-high


Payne, Elizabethe, and Melissa Smith. 2013. “LGBTQ Kids, School Safety, and Missing the Big
Picture: How the Dominant Bullying Discourse Prevents School Professionals from Thinking
About Systemic Marginalization or…Why We Need to Rethink LGBTQ Bullying.” QED 1
(1): 1–36.

Payne, Elizabethe, and Melissa Smith. 2018. “Refusing Relevance: School Administrator Resistance
to Offering Professional Development Addressing LGBTQ Issues in School.” Education
Administration Quarterly 54 (2): 183–215.

Rawlings, Victoria. 2017. Gender Regulation, Violence, and Social Hierarchies in Schools: ‘Sluts,’
‘Gays,’ and ‘Scrubs’. London: Palgrave/Macmillan.

Ringrose, Jessica, and Victoria Rawlings. 2015. “Posthuman Performativity, Gender, and ‘School
Bullying’: Exploring the Material-Discursive Intra-actions of Skirts, Hair, Sluts, and Poofs.”
Confero 3 (2): 80–119.

Sands, Roberta G. 1996. “The Elusiveness of Identity in Social Work Practice with Women: A
Postmodern Feminist Perspective.” Clinical Social Work Journal 24 (2): 167–186.

Southern Poverty Law Centre. 2017. "Hate Groups Increase for Second Consecutive Year as Trump
Electrified Radical Right." Accessed July 22, 2018. https://www.splcenter.org/news/2017/02/15/
hate-groups-increase-second-consecutive-year-trump-electrifies-radical-right.

Tuck, Eve, and Deanna Del Vecchio. 2018. Representing Refusals: Dilemmas in Making Photo-
based Research with Migrant Youth. In The Methodological Dilemma Revisited: Creative,
Critical, and Collaborative Approaches to Qualitative Research for a New Era, edited by K.
Gallagher, 77–90. New York: Routledge.

Wyn, Johanna, and Rob White. 2000. “Negotiating Social Change: The Paradox of Youth.” Youth
and Society 32 (2): 165–183.

376 B. DENNIS ET AL.

https://www.splcenter.org/news/2017/02/15/hate-groups-increase-second-consecutive-year-trump-electrifies-radical-right
https://www.splcenter.org/news/2017/02/15/hate-groups-increase-second-consecutive-year-trump-electrifies-radical-right

	Abstract
	Becoming cultural competency educators: the story
	About the Chroma Youth Community and TC
	Chroma youth as educators

	Ethnographic collaborations: the inquiry process
	Research participants: ourselves and others
	Methods
	Validity

	What we have learned so far – insights and conversation points
	Anchoring expertise
	Learning from those with direct experiences
	Citing credible sources
	Conversation points

	Meeting them halfway
	Allowing microaggressions from the audience to foster open discussions
	Facing ‘devil advocates’
	Safety over comfort
	Conversation points

	Barriers to learning
	Adult disengagement
	Missing the point
	Active resistance, rejection, and aggression
	Rescuing orientations and patronising praise
	Conversation points


	The necessary undoing of heteronormativity and the adult/youth binary in multicultural education ethnography: conclusion
	Notes
	Disclosure statement
	ORCID
	References

