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“When I dare to be powerful, to use my strength in the service of my vision, then it becomes 

less and less important whether I am afraid.” 

-Audre Lorde 
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Abstract 

This study explores the teaching of sexual diversity in secondary schools in the Netherlands by 

conducting in-depth interviews with twenty-eight educators. Drawing on Collins and Chepp’s 

conceptual framework of intersectionality, I analyze how race, sexuality, ethnicity, profession, 

and other phenomena intersect to impact the addition of LGBTQ topics in the curriculum. The 

findings indicate that teaching in the Dutch context catalyzes instruction on sexual diversity. 

However, heteronormativity remains a boundary preventing educators from creating truly 

inclusive classrooms.  
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Context
 

The Netherlands ranks near the top of lists measuring tolerance of homosexuality and 

has occupied this position for over twenty years. In 1990, only 13% of inhabitants thought that 

homosexuality was unjustifiable (Kuyper & Keuzenkamp, 2013). As a result of the momentum 

gained through the late 20th century and advocated for by reformed Protestant and Catholic 

clergy (Bos, 2017), the Netherlands became the first country to legalize gay marriage in 2001— 

an act that, for many, remains symbolic of LGBTQ emancipation. In recent reports, 74% of the 

Dutch population had a positive opinion about lesbian, gay and bisexual people, and 78% were 

in favor of marriage equality (Kuyper, 2018; Kuyper, 2016).  

In spite of the increased acceptance of homosexuality in the Netherlands, the bullying 

and silencing of lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer (LGBTQ) students continues. Just one 

out of ten young people think that LGBTQ students can be open about their sexual preferences 

at school (Kuyper, 2016). Suicide rates are five times higher among LGBTQ children than among 

heterosexual children (Kuyper, 2016). Additionally, 40% of LGBTQ Dutch youth reported 

negative feelings related to their sexuality. Within the same study 15% of the youth reported 

that the perpetrator of the victimization was a peer in school and 6% reported that the 

perpetrator was school personnel (Kuyper, 2015).  

International anti-discrimination legislation and policies advocate for inclusion of all 

students regardless of same-sex attraction, gender diversity, or intersex status (UNESCO, 2009, 

2012). In 2012, the Netherlands rephrased core objective 43 in the education framework to 

explicitly include sexual diversity. Core objective 43 states: “the student learns about 

similarities, differences and changes in culture and world-view in the Netherlands; learns to link 

their own and others’ ways of life to this; learns the meaning for society to respect each others’ 

attitudes and ways of life; and learns to respectfully handle sexuality and diversity in society, 

including sexual diversity” (Kamerstuk Staten-Generaal, 2012). Freedom of education is a Dutch 

constitutional right. Article 23 details that anyone is free to provide education or establish a 

school religious or secular, public or private, but instruction must respect different religious or 

philosophical views (Dutch Constitution, Art. 23, sec. 1-3). Although core objective 43 resides in 

the general framework for instruction, schools have autonomy in deciding how to include 

sexual diversity. As a result, practices can differ drastically.  

As a lesbian educator in the United States, I experienced teaching in both the rural south 

and in New York City. I watched in horror as LGBTQ students were bullied in schools and even 

kicked out of their homes. Knowing that this could not possibly be the reality we envisioned for 

our youth, I set out to explore countries that changed the narrative. Through a series of google 

searches using words like, “LGBTQ equality,” and “inclusive curriculum,” I found the 

Netherlands. On paper, it appeared they were making bold strides towards LGBTQ 
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emancipation. After applying for a Fulbright Distinguished Awards in Teaching grant, I 

developed a research plan to explore the teaching of sexual diversity in the Dutch context. 

Sexual diversity is defined as the plurality of gender, sexual orientation, and sex characteristics 

(World Health Organization). Following the revision of core objective 43, schools are required 

to include sexual diversity in the curriculum. A 2016 report found that sexual diversity is often 

situated within biology classes in secondary schools, typically, in sex education (Inspectie van 

het Onderwijs, 2016). As a teacher, I know that inclusion of a topic can take many forms and 

result in a variety of outcomes.  

Despite cultural, social, and political idiosyncrasies, this study aims to explore Dutch 

schools as a microcosm to identify how to catalyze the implementation of inclusive education 

and improve outcomes for youth in the United States. This investigation is guided by the 

following question:  

 

What factors influence the inclusion of sexual diversity into secondary biology classrooms?  

 

I will address this larger question by focusing on three sub-questions:  

● How is sexual diversity included in the curriculum?  

● What experiences do teachers leverage when discussing sexual diversity? Why 

do they lean on these experiences?  

● What challenges affect the incorporation of sexual diversity into the curriculum? 

 

To explore these questions, I reviewed literature from both the Dutch context and 

internationally on inclusive education, sexuality in schools, and teacher training on the 

incorporation of LGBTQ topics. Using intersectionality as a conceptual framework, I synthesized 

data from interviews with twenty-eight educators, four teacher trainers, and three 

organizations to identify key factors impacting the inclusion of sexual diversity in secondary 

biology classrooms. Following the presentation of my findings, I conclude with 

recommendations for policymakers and educators.  

 
 

Review of the Literature
 

Inclusive Curriculum  

Embedding LGBTQ issues into the curriculum increases awareness of the population 

(Jeltova & Fish, 2005; McFarland, 2001; Peters, 2003). Studies in the United States show that 

inclusion of sexual diversity in the curriculum promotes a safer school environment for both 

LGBTQ and heterosexual students and is associated with lower levels of bullying (Snapp et al., 



 

HOW THE DUTCH TEACH TOLERANCE 7 

2015). However, the road to effective implementation of LGBTQ inclusive curriculum is not 

without challenges.  

Despite core objective 43, the topic of sexual diversity remains absent from the 

curriculum in the Netherlands. In a report by the Dutch School Inspection, 14% of principals and 

29% of teachers stated that sexual diversity was not covered (Inspectie van het Onderwijs, 

2016). Schools that did cover the topic discussed it in middle and high school (83%). This same 

report found that sexual diversity was covered most frequently in secondary biology, sociology 

and religion classes in the Netherlands (Inspectie van het Onderwijs, 2016). Comparably, focus 

groups conducted high schools in the United States, showed that inclusion of LGBTQ topics is 

rare and often found in isolated lessons rather than integrated across the school curriculum 

(Burdge, Snapp, Laup, Russell, & Moody, 2013, p. 2).  

 

Sexuality in Schools 

Not only is it necessary that sexual diversity is included in the curriculum, but it is 

paramount for educators to be cognizant of how schools contribute to the development and 

expression of sexuality. Schools are cited as sites where, “where sexual and other identities are 

developed, practiced, and actively produced” (Epstein & Johnson, 1998, 2). Connell described 

schools as masculinity making devices (Connell, 1989, p. 291). In the context of the United 

States, C.J. Pascoe’s analysis of secondary schools evaluates how masculinity and 

heterosexuality are reinforced in both the taught curriculum and in the school hallways 

(Pascoe, 2011).  

Heteronormativity is the pervasive assumption that individuals identify as 

cisgender—meaning that their gender identity (man/woman) corresponds to their sex assigned 

at birth (male/female)—and solely exhibit opposite gender attraction (Kitzinger, 2005, p. 478). 

Sexuality education often reinforces heteronormativity by sending clear messages about 

dominant genders and sexualities (Mayo, 2004, p. 65; Garcia, 2009, p. 521). Despite initiatives 

to include sexual diversity in the curriculum, schools remain spaces that police gender and 

sexuality.  

Analysis of the critiques of school-based sexual education point to a series of issues with 

the written curriculum that reinforce heteronormative tropes. Curriculum predominantly 

focuses on the dangers of teen sex. School based sex education avoids discussing desire in sex, 

instead creating an anti-sex rhetoric that subsequently hinders the sexual agency of students, 

especially young women (Fine, 1988). The inclusion of LGBTQ people is often problematic, and 

limited to discussions about AIDS or marginalization, and definitions are tailored towards 

heterosexual relationships (Young and Middleton, 2002). Furthermore, sex education websites 

that host unregulated content predominantly include strictly heterosexual information 

(Bay-Cheng, 2001). Whatley identified a linguistic trend in textbooks that when describing 

homosexual experiences pronoun usage shifted to ‘they,’ as opposed to the use of ‘we’ when 
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discussing heterosexual experiences (1994). Although the motives behind including LGBTQ 

topics typically align with envisioning a more inclusive school, in practice, the methods used can 

further reinforce binary identities.  

Research in the Dutch context supports these findings, showing that although the 

society ranks at the top of international polls measuring tolerance of homosexuality, underlying 

heteronormative constructs remain largely unchallenged (Maliepaard 2015; Mepschen et al. 

2010; Robinson 2012). Through this study, I seek to further examine ways in which the inclusion 

of sexual diversity in the curriculum disrupts or reinforces heteronormativity in the 

Netherlands.  

 

Teacher training 

Incorporation of LGBTQ matters can be a complicated terrain for educators to navigate. 

Without adequate training, instruction on sexual diversity can inadvertently reinforce 

heteronormativity and marginalize non-heterosexual identities. In a report conducted by the 

Dutch School Inspection, schools that did not cover sexual diversity cited that it was a product 

of perceived lack of experience or support (Inspectie van het Onderwijs, 2016). A review of 

literature on a global scale calls for the incorporation of training to increase educators’ ability to 

initiate conversations about LGBTQ issues in the classroom and, ultimately, increase the 

number of schools implementing inclusive curriculum. After longitudinal qualitative research on 

teachers and teacher candidates in the United States, Murray recommends that teacher 

education programs at colleges and universities become one venue for training on the inclusion 

of queer topics in K-12 curriculum (Murray, 2014). Research completed in Brazil, South Africa, 

and Italy also addresses the need for training to prepare teachers to discuss sexual diversity in 

schools and prevent discrimination (Souza, E. J., Cantera Espinosa, L. M., Silva, J. P., & Santos, 

C., 2016; Francis, 2017; Jones & Hillier, 2017). In the Netherlands, a report by the COC, the main 

Dutch LGBTQ advocacy organization, called for improving teachers’ knowledge and skills 

through compulsory training about sexual diversity, gender diversity, and intersex conditions 

(2013).  

Strengthening teacher education programs is a key factor to assist in the 

implementation of inclusive curriculum. In order to construct teacher education programs that 

value the knowledge educators already have, it is essential to identify how sexual diversity is 

currently understood and taught. In this study, I explore the various experiences that inform 

Dutch teachers’ inclusion of sexual diversity into the curriculum and reflect on how to develop 

teacher training programs accordingly.  
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Conceptual Framework
 

Feminist scholars have expanded the definition of heteronormativity to include the 

critical link between sexuality and other facets of identity including race, ethnicity, and age, 

among others. Brandzel posits that heteronormativity promotes the norm of social life as not 

only heterosexual but also married, monogamous, white, and upper middle class (2005, p. 190). 

Brandzel’s definition speaks to the position of sexuality within a larger framework of 

intersectionality. The term intersectionality, first coined by Crenshaw in her 1991 article, 

“Mapping the Margins”, has gained considerable visibility and acceptance. Collins and Chepp 

note that the definition of intersectionality has taken on multiple meanings with little 

consensus in sight (2013). They propose the following working definition, “intersectionality 

consists of an assemblage of ideas and practices that maintain that gender, race, class, 

sexuality, age, ethnicity, ability, and similar phenomena cannot be analytically understood in 

isolation from one another. Instead, these constructs intersect to produce unequal material 

realities and distinctive social experiences for individuals. This insight creates analytic space for 

a more robust understanding of the privileges and penalties associated with intersecting 

systems of oppression, as well as a multifaceted conception of standpoint epistemologies and 

knowledge” (Collins & Chepp, 2013). In an attempt to synthesize the breadth of 

intersectionality, Collins and Chepp identify six emerging core themes of intersectional 

scholarship (2013): 

 

1. Power is far more complicated than either having power or not. Intersectionality 

brings this construction to light as it addresses how systems of control cannot be 

understood in isolation from one another across multiple intersecting systems of 

domination (e.g., race, class, gender; Dill, 1983).  

 

2. The way in which various intersections of identity position individuals within a matrix 

of domination determines how we experience society, including what we know and can 

imagine possible, and material realities. Individuals and groups can simultaneously 

experience privilege and disadvantage (Crenshaw, 1991). 

 

3. An individual’s social reality is maintained through relationships with others. Various 

social positions acquire and keep power in relation to other social positions (Collins & 

Chepp, 2013, p. 5).  

 

4. Intersectionality allows for the creation of new knowledge, standpoints, and 

epistemologies from different social locations (Collins & Chepp, 2013). For example, 
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instead of focusing on facets of identity as mutually exclusive, intersectionality allows 

for the examination of an issue from the standpoint of an individual who is queer and 

Muslim or upper-middle class and African American.  

 

5. Intersectionality brings attention to the creation and maintenance of boundaries. 

Reducing identities to singular categories oversimplifies the realities of those individuals 

living at the margins or borders of identity groups (Crenshaw, 1991).  

 

6. Intersectionality is complex but allows us to engage with the complexity of the human 

experience (Davis, 2008, p. 79) 

 

Since no one is solely sexual, sexual identities cannot be effectively separated from the 

race, class, gender, and other identities people embody (Blackburn & Smith, 2010, p. 633). Sex 

education curriculum does not take into account interplay of sexuality with gender, race, 

religion and class (Bay-Cheng, 2003; Lesko, 2010). In an ethnographic research study by Fields 

and Garcia, they argued that, “heteronormativity, sexism, and racism operate together to 

structure the content and delivery of school-based sex education” (Garcia, 2009, p. 521). 

Furthermore, sexuality is socially connected to hegemonic masculinity, and disapproval of 

transgression of gender norms has been linked to negative attitudes toward homosexuality 

(Keuzenkamp, 2010; Lehavot & Lambert, 2007). Through ethnographic interviews with students 

and teachers exploring how young people acquire information about sexuality, Kehily found the 

identity of the teacher and structure of the institution significantly inform inclusion of particular 

topics and the pedagogical method (2002). It is not only impossible to untangle the multiple 

intersections of identity from research on sexuality education, it is a disservice to do so. Using 

intersectionality as a conceptual framework, I provide an investigation into educator 

experiences instructing on sexual diversity in secondary biology classes in The Netherlands.  

 

 

Methodology
 

Recruitment  

Three categories of participants were recruited to partake in this study: secondary 

biology teachers, teacher trainers, and individuals from organizations that specialize in sexual 

diversity school outreach and curriculum development. Initial contact with was made via email. 

Two key educators connected me with participants. One individual is a biology teacher at a 

school in the Jordaan neighborhood of Amsterdam and worked as a teacher trainer at the 

University of Amsterdam. Using his extensive network of first-degree teachers (the highest level 
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of teacher certification for secondary schools), I was able to interview a total of twenty-eight 

teachers. Additionally, snowball sampling was used, as many of the interviewed teachers 

facilitated connections to other educators in their networks. Furthermore, my advisor at the 

University of Amsterdam, connected me with several individuals and LGBTQ rights advocacy 

organizations, to gain a more holistic understanding of the teaching of sexual diversity.  

Eighteen of the teachers interviewed came from nine schools within the Randstad (the 

country’s most populous region, comprising the four major cities), and ten educators from 

more rural contexts. Seven faith-based schools and seven secular schools were surveyed. 

Twenty-one of the teachers interviewed were secondary biology teachers of students at either 

the vwo (university track) or havo (professional bachelors’ track) level. One math teacher, three 

history, and a Dutch language teacher were also interviewed. All teachers taught multiple grade 

levels with students that ranged in age from 12-17 years old. Four teacher trainers were 

included in this study, along with three individuals from advocacy organizations that created 

comprehensive sex education curriculum and provide outreach and support for educators. 

Participants were not compensated for their participation in the study. However, in some 

instances, I would teach a short lesson to their class. Names of teachers have been omitted to 

protect their anonymity.  

 

Methods 

For this study, I used a combination of in-depth semi-structured interviews, 

focus-groups and classroom observations. All interviews were conducted in English and ranged 

in length from twenty minutes to an hour. Nineteen of the interviews were conducted in a 

one-on-one setting and five through small focus groups with no more than three educators. 

Teachers and teacher trainers were asked about the inclusion of sexual diversity in the 

curriculum, their motivation, experiences that prepared them, and the challenges they faced. 

All interview questions had an open nature to invite participants to include any information 

important to them. Most interviews were conducted in the participants’ schools, so teachers 

had the opportunity to share materials that they utilized. Additionally, I observed twelve 

different secondary biology classes. I took notes on student reactions and reception to the 

content to construct a more complete picture of schools in the Netherlands. With the exception 

of two classes, instruction was in Dutch. Two organizations that took part in the study focused 

on advocacy and assisting school leaders and teachers with the inclusion of LGBTQ topics into 

the curriculum. Another organization that I spoke with developed a research-based 

comprehensive sex education curriculum frequently used in the Netherlands.  

 Interviews were recorded, transcribed and entered into Dedoose— an online software 

used for qualitative data analysis. I coded and analyzed the data using intersectionality as a 

conceptual framework (Collins & Chepp, 2013). The first set of codes was developed prior to 

the analysis and consisted of strategies (how sexual diversity was included), personal 
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experience (what prepared teachers to talk about sexual diversity), and challenges (what 

challenges they still faced). After a preliminary examination of the data, an auxiliary set of 

codes was developed. Data was then coded for religion (how religion interacts with teaching 

sexual diversity), intersectionality (excerpts that demonstrated how multiple identity factors 

impacted instruction), context of Dutch teachers (how teachers leveraged their position as 

educators in the Netherlands), outsourcing (examples of single-inclusion of LGBTQ topics), and 

class context (impact of classroom dynamics on instruction). Portions of the interview 

transcripts are provided in the findings section to give voice to the instructors who graciously 

shared their experiences with me. Upon completion of the project, participants were invited to 

read and provide comments on the findings.  

 

Researcher Positionality  

Throughout the study, I reflected on the impact of my positionality as a researcher and 

how my identity as a white, feminine presenting lesbian, woman and teacher influenced the 

research process. Although my identity consists of all these pieces compounded, I parsed them 

apart to examine how each marker affected my work.  

  

Race 

Before arriving in The Netherlands, friends joked that I would fit right into the Dutch 

population— assuming that people in the Netherlands were a homogenous group of blonde, 

blue-eyed, tall individuals. This notion is far from reality; out of the 17 million people in the 

Netherlands, 3.8 million migrated from both Western and non-Western countries (CBS, 2016). 

There is no standard definition of “looking Dutch.” However, my race and appearance as 

native-Dutch allowed me to access privilege that I would not likely be afforded if I was an ethnic 

or racial minority. Not once did I experience microaggressions concerning my race. People 

would often speak to me in Dutch, and after apologizing for my inability to reply, they would 

tell me that I “looked Dutch,” contributing to the perception that people in the Netherlands 

share similar physical traits.  

  

A teacher from the United States 

As a biology teacher, I shared a critical intersection of identity with many of my 

interviewees. During the research process, I discussed my experience teaching sex education in 

Mississippi and Brooklyn. Additionally, I shared information about “No Promo Homo” laws in 

the United States that forbid discussion of homosexuality in schools in eight states, and the 

startling number of states that still promote “abstinence-plus” education. We discussed 

pedagogical strategies, science jokes, and developed collegial relationships. In some instances, I 
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taught entire classes or provided short lessons for students on my research topic. My seven 

years of classroom experience provided a framework for exploring the Dutch education system. 

Observing classrooms, I recognized similar patterns in instruction and student personalities. It 

was impossible to divorce my identity as a teacher from my position as a researcher. Sharing 

the same profession as the individuals in the study afforded me insight, but also complicates 

the findings of the research. In spite of attempts to remain objective, I empathize with the 

educators and the challenges they expressed.  

Despite this shared profession, as a researcher, I was inevitably an outsider from the 

United States to the teachers I interviewed. Furthermore, my research was framed as an inquiry 

project to gather best practices. Knowing this, teachers possibly shared information in a way 

that differed from if I was a researcher from the Netherlands. This particular intersection of my 

identity impacted the way in which educators framed their instructional practices as, “typically 

Dutch,” a saying that, I can assume, would not be shared with someone who shares the same 

cultural background.  

  

Sexual Orientation 

As a member of the LGBTQ community, my identity heavily factors into my research 

making it both incredibly personal and potentially influencing teachers’ responses. During 

interviews, I shared stories about teaching sex education, but unless my sexuality came into the 

conversation, I did not disclose my identity as a lesbian. However, anytime I interviewed a 

teacher that came out to me, I made sure also to speak about my membership in the LGBTQ 

community. After coming out, I recognized a shift in tone and comfortability in the 

conversation, most likely influenced by my affinity for our shared identity. My position as a 

lesbian served as an essential intersection of identity that I was able to utilize when talking with 

other gay educators.  

I present myself as feminine and athletic. If teachers tried to predict my sexual 

orientation based on stereotypes they would probably be unable to identify that I am gay. 

Although, there is no scientific measure for “gaydar” (a supposed “radar” to spot homosexuals), 

I can assume that I was afforded privilege because I do not overtly challenge normative 

feminine beauty ideals; as I do not look “too radical,” or “too gay.”  

  

Woman  

Before moving to Holland, I assumed that the strides made in the gay rights movement 

also translated to gender relations. However, over the course of the study, I recognized that 

traditional gender scripts are largely unchallenged. As I interviewed teachers, I paid particular 

mind to ways in which men and women interacted with me. The teaching force in secondary 

schools in the Netherlands is 47% female (Ministry of Education, Culture and Science, 2013). 
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During the study, I interviewed 12 male teachers and 16 female teachers. Through my 

interviews, I found that the women approached our interaction as more of a conversation. They 

readily asked me about my praxis and discussed their feelings in depth. Whereas, male teachers 

explained their instruction in formulaic terms and expressed greater confidence in their 

method. Adherence to traditional masculine and feminine gender norms not only impacted 

participants’ answers but also their engagement with me as a researcher during the interview 

process.  

  

 

Findings
 

Part I: Identity as a Dutch Teacher 

“We are about to start the last chapter of the year, and the most important one. We will be 
talking about sex.” 

 

It’s Normal  

The Netherlands is known for its pragmatic approach to comprehensive sex education. 

Schalet discusses the perception of teenage sexuality, stating that adults in the Netherlands see 

sexuality as a natural part of development (2000). Dutch sex education programs are 

recognized as some of the most comprehensive and liberal programs in the world (Weaver, 

Smith, and Kippax 2005, p. 182,) and the positive results of this progressive approach are 

apparent in the low rates of teenage pregnancy, sexually transmitted infections and decreased 

rejection of homosexuality since 2012 (Soa Aids, 2017).  

Sharing information about forms of contraceptives and allowing students to put 

condoms on foam penises is commonplace in Dutch classrooms. Teachers stared at me 

incredulously when I explained that, in certain parts of the United States, conducting similar 

lessons would get teachers fired.  

The progressive approach to sex education has become an integral part of biology 

teacher identity and has subsequently contributed to viewing the incorporation of sexual 

diversity as unexceptional. Educators cited their approach to sexuality education as “typically 

Dutch,” often stating “this is what we believe in Holland.” Not a single teacher mentioned core 

objective 43 directly; however, three alluded to the legal obligation to teach sexual diversity 

within the sex education curriculum. Though discussing sexuality openly is not the case in all 

parts of the Netherlands, the educators that I spoke with felt that providing students with all 

the information possible about sex, including sexuality diversity, removes the taboo from the 

topic and allows adolescents to make healthier choices.  
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I am the one who can tell them everything. I am the one who is the door to their 
education. They cannot tell their parents; they might feel shame. I’m the door to talk 
about everything (Teacher, 38, Woman, Urban School).  
 

Teachers saw adolescent sexuality as just another aspect of human development and 

felt a strong allegiance to the national identity of being a tolerant society. The movement in the 

1990s towards comprehensive sex education practices, followed by the revision of the core 

objectives in 2012, positioned schools as laboratories to further catalyze social change. In 

addition to the reproductive organs and hormone cycles, the biology curriculum expanded to 

include respect for sexual diversity. This holistic approach to discussing sexuality became a part 

of Dutch teacher identity.  

A teacher trainer in Rotterdam explained to me that when she encounters pre-service 

teachers who are hesitant to discuss sexual diversity she suggests that they use their teacher 

persona. She has them question the position they hold as Dutch educators. 

 

 I have an opinion, but maybe as a teacher, I have a different role, and my role as a 

teacher is different from my personal opinion...for them, I think it seems safer to talk 

about it that way. It’s a question about their job (Teacher Trainer, 35, Woman, Urban 

School). 

 

This quote demonstrates how the teacher persona in the Netherlands has shifted to 

include a non-negotiable outward tolerance of homosexuality. To the point where teachers can 

use their ‘teacher persona’ to speak openly about respecting sexual identities. This also points 

to an interesting paradox, the behaviors of teachers do not necessarily reflect their personal 

opinions but must align with their professional identity.  

Teachers deeply identified with the Dutch method (openness to discussing and 

respecting sexual diversity). They embraced their position within the broader societal 

framework as the conduits of social change and made it their job to impart knowledge to 

students about respecting LGBTQ people. Teachers internalize their position, referring to 

themselves as gatekeepers. Their instruction was informed by the national policy to foster a 

tolerance of LGBTQ people, a theme that they identified with being typically Dutch. These 

broader movements allowed educators to view the incorporation of sexual diversity as 

seemingly normal and just another part of the job description. As stated before, teacher actions 

were affirmed by their alliance with the “Dutch way.” Using the teacher persona can inevitably 

end up serving as a facade, which allows for the instruction of tolerance, but does not 

interrogate heteronormative assumptions.  

The analysis of Dutch teacher identity is complicated by my position as an educator from 

the United States. After learning about my background and the state of sexuality education in 

the United States, teachers likely started a mental comparison between the two countries, 
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labeling their instruction as “typically Dutch.” However, exploring the impact of national 

movements on identity further demonstrates the inability to divorce an individual teacher from 

their relationship with the broader social context.  

 

Informing Inclusion 

The core objective in the framework does not detail instructional methods about how to 

include or discuss sexual diversity. Furthermore, there is currently no requirement in the 

Netherlands to cover the topic in teacher certification programs. Because little formal training 

on the issue exists, I was interested in investigating experiences that informed teachers’ 

inclusion of sexual diversity.  

I had the opportunity to attend a workshop given at the University of Amsterdam to 

pre-service first-degree biology teachers. In a two-hour crash course, the instructor covered a 

plethora of topics related to sexual education. As part of the introduction to the workshop he 

said, “As a teacher, you will have to decide how much you are willing to share.”  

During interviews, teachers cited a myriad of personal stories that informed their 

inclusion of sexual diversity. One teacher employed what she learned in a sexology class taken 

as an elective during college. She explained that the course allowed her to see how discussions 

about sex can be very neutral and matter-of-fact.  Another leaned on his work in clinical 

psychology to facilitate conversations on sexual diversity, and a third mentioned her master’s 

thesis on the sex education practices of immigrants from Africa living in Holland. Educators 

explained that these experiences normalized discourse on sexuality; making it easier for them 

to openly talk about traditionally stigmatized topics.  

Additionally, educators divulged how their interactions with homosexuality guided their 

instruction. Three male teachers in the sample identified as gay, they all cited that their identity 

made the discussion of homosexuality inevitable and that when instructing on the topic they 

shared personal narratives. Other teachers noted that their relationships with gay staff, family, 

and friends informed their instruction.  

Despite the perceived normalcy of sex education in the Netherlands, when asked what 

motivated their praxis, teacher answers became personal. Teaching about sexual diversity 

forces both heterosexual and non-heterosexual teachers to negotiate the intersection of their 

sexuality and identity as an educator. The unique experiences of educators showed how the 

individual intersections of their identities produced knowledge that influenced their practice 

(Collins & Chepps, 2013).  

One clear divide was that non-heterosexual teachers felt as though the discussion of 

sexual diversity could not occur without the sharing of personal anecdotes. The politics of 

coming out are complex. Coming out is often seen as paramount for the liberation of LGBTQ 

people, yet these stories tend to be dominated by white individuals. Sharing one’s sexual 

identity can be empowering for teachers who wish to discuss their experience and provide a 
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face for the LGBTQ label. Alternatively, coming out to students can cause stress if teachers are 

uncomfortable opening up about this aspect of their identity or fear homophobic remarks in 

the classroom. In Brockenbrough’s study of queer black male educators, he complicates the 

idealization of the openly queer educator by sharing how the teachers challenge the 

powerlessness narrative of ‘the closet’ (2012). Regardless of coming out politics, one thing was 

clear— only non-heterosexual teachers mentioned the need to share their narratives.  

Although LGBTQ teachers felt their identity was integral to the discussion of sexual 

diversity, heterosexual teachers mainly drew on their relationships with gay individuals, sexual 

experiences, or academic discourse on sexuality; not once citing the need to include personal 

stories into their instruction. The silence of heterosexual teachers further reinforces the 

heteronormative assumption that unless individuals come out, they are presumed to be 

straight. 

This points to a problematic paradigm. Teaching about sexual diversity becomes 

equated with LGBTQ topics, thus reinforcing heterosexuality as the norm. When conversations 

about sexual diversity immediately center on the gay teacher or non-heterosexual ‘other,’ they 

do not point to the reality that everyone has a sexual identity. Incorporating sexual diversity 

should not solely focus on the addition of viewpoints from LGBTQ individuals, but explore the 

variety of sexualities that exist, including heterosexuality.  

 

We’re all in this together  

Through the analysis of the implementation of sexual diversity into the curriculum, the 

power of teacher networks surfaced as a critical factor influencing the inclusion of LGBTQ 

topics. Though the size of schools varies throughout the Netherlands, the teachers interviewed 

worked at schools with populations ranging between 750 to 2,744. Many teachers in the 

Netherlands are employed part-time. Only 43% of Dutch educators are employed full time, 

compared to 82% of full-time employment by teachers across 25 different OECD countries 

(OECD, 2013). The large student population and prevalence of part-time teachers resulted in 

multiple biology teachers per school.  

Despite working within the context of a school, teachers can feel isolated, and often lack 

the support necessary to be confident in their praxis. Forming communities that connect 

teachers to one another removes them from the isolation inherent in their work (Meyers et al., 

2009). In the Netherlands, the presence of multiple biology teachers in each school creates 

robust professional learning communities. Inadvertently, these networks also catalyze teaching 

about sexual diversity.  

 

When I came to work here two and half years ago, they just gave me the curriculum, and 
I read it. I watched some lessons from my colleagues, and they said the most important 
thing is that we are open (Teacher, Man, 26, Urban School).  
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We discuss with the other biology teachers what we want the kids to learn as well, what 
we think is important and how are we going to do this. We have these meetings every 
two weeks (Teacher, Man, 51, Urban School). 
 

Teachers described not only norming on particular topics to include in sex education, 

but also observing each other, sharing resources, and adopting ideologies from their peers. The 

expansiveness of the biology department within the school enables teachers to gain support for 

instructing on potentially polarizing issues. The specific context of Dutch schools creates 

opportunities for teachers to discuss their experiences teaching sexual diversity with their 

colleagues.  

The core objective does not specify how schools should include sexual diversity in their 

practice. As a result, teachers are left with autonomy, and, ultimately, an incredible amount of 

discretionary power. As the educators interviewed stated, they are the gatekeepers of 

information. However, when there are multiple biology teachers within a single school, it 

diffuses the power of a single teacher. In a smaller school, a single biology teacher would have 

complete authority over the instruction of sexual diversity. However, when entire departments 

collectively agree on what to teach, it minimizes the chance that an educator who is nervous or 

disagrees with discussing sexual diversity decides to exclude it in the course.  

Although networks do not appear to be part of an individual’s identity, social 

relationships with others shape the power of an individual (Collins & Chepp, 2013). A Dutch 

teacher’s identity is impacted by their interactions with colleagues. Biology departments 

further reinforce that teaching sexual diversity is “typically Dutch," and a practice employed by 

the entire community.  

 

Part II: Binary Boundaries 

 
“You have tremendous opportunity, but also you’re also all that stands between something 

that can damage them.” 
 

Class Context 

The inclusion of sexual diversity did not vary based on school location, student 

demographics or by educator experience, but depended on the dynamics of each individual 

class of students within a teacher’s schedule. Even educators that were adamant about creating 

classrooms inclusive of sexual diversity, shied away from the topic if they perceived the class 

environment to be volatile.  

 

If it is a safe environment, we will discuss the topic [...] Last year there were some tough 
guys, and we couldn’t really do much about it. Then it becomes, “yeap let’s go to the 
hormones!” (Teacher, Woman, 27, Rural School). 
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A lot of it is class dynamic. You step into a situation and have a goal to cover certain 
things, but you are really feeling out “how are these students going to receive it?” Some 
classes you feel the tension with the topic, and I don’t dare bring this very sensitive topic 
into a vulnerable, open space, not knowing how some students could react, and maybe 
hurting a student…(Teacher, Woman, 29, Rural School).  
 
It’s mostly by class what extra I tell. There is a very nice documentary about a boy who 
was transgender, and I do show it here, but not in every class. It takes a long time, and 
when I feel that the curiosity is there, well, it depends a bit on the chemistry in the class 
(Teacher, Man, 55, Urban School).  
 

One teacher explained how his experience with an openly homophobic student impacted the 

class context for the rest of the year.  

 

I had this boy who said, “I’m going to slice his throat if I find out he is homosexual.” The 
class would never be the same again that year. I made it clear to him, “you had your 
opinion, never say something like that again in my classroom, because it is not ok.” It’s 
really tough to have any conversation about sexual diversity in the class because I knew 
he was there, and I knew what he was thinking. But because I had made my statement 
so publicly, stating, “this is not ok, you cannot say things like that,” other students also 
stood up and said, “this is my opinion, I don’t care if people are homosexual.” On the one 
hand it was really aggressive, but on the other hand, because of the boundaries that I 
set, they [other students] said, “ok, my opinion also matters” (Teacher, Man, 40, 

Suburban School).  

 

Dutch teachers have power and support from the broader national movement to discuss 

sexual diversity. However, when they perceive particular classes to be unsafe, they avoid 

potentially inflammatory topics.  

The importance of class context illuminates that the power of teachers remains 

constrained by the heteronormativity present in Dutch society. Intersectional research explores 

the way in which various intersections of identity determine how we experience society and 

what we can imagine possible (Crenshaw, 1991). Teachers weigh multiple truths when they 

decide to exclude sexual diversity from the curriculum based on class context. 

As educators, teachers hold power in relation to their students. Their identity as Dutch 

biology teachers increases their comfort discussing sexual diversity, and they view teaching 

tolerance as part of their job. Additionally, they have the support of their colleagues. 

Nevertheless, when the “tough guy” personalities are allowed to dominate in classrooms, 

talking openly about sexuality no longer seems possible. Teachers have an inherent desire to 

keep all students safe, which can drive decisions to avoid discourse on sexual diversity. 

However, when students are not exposed to LGBTQ topics or forced to question binary 
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identities, educators risk further marginalizing non-heterosexual identities and negatively 

impacting all students. When schools teach about LGBTQ topics, all students including 

heterosexual, LGBTQ, and gender nonconforming students felt safer, experience less 

victimization, and report hearing fewer homophobic slurs (Snapp et al., 2015, p. 250). These 

examples show that symptoms from the underlying issue, profoundly ingrained 

heteronormativity, prevent the implementation of the solution.  

A teacher would never choose not to teach the structure of a cell because they feared a 

class would not receive it well, or in the case of reproduction, decide not to show images of the 

penis and vagina. Despite the culture of tolerance in the Netherlands, non-heterosexual 

identities still live outside the norm. When educators avoid bringing up sexual diversity in class 

because of the perceived reception of the topic, LGBTQ identities continue to be silenced and 

the heteronormativity inherent in sex education reinforced.  

 

Ethnicity & Religion  

Another prominent theme that emerged when interviewing teachers was the 

intersection between ethnicity, religion, and sexuality. The sentiment, “this is not being taught 

at home, especially in religious households,” was commonplace. The Netherlands is a largely 

secular country with around 50% of the population claiming no religious affiliation (Statistica, 

2018). Teachers openly discussed how the shifting demographics of the Netherlands and 

increasing number of Muslim students impacted their instruction.  

 

Navigating Identities  

In the past 50 years, waves of immigration changed the demographics of the 

Netherlands. In 2016, the total population was 17 million people. Of these individuals, 3.8 

million (21.4 percent) were Dutch with migration backgrounds (CBS, 2016). In the 1970s, 

immigrants were differentiated based on their socioeconomic status; in the 1990s there was a 

shifting focus to clashing cultural values. Although, a significant portion of immigrants come 

from Western countries, media attention has paid close attention to the acceptance of 

homosexuality among non-Western migrants (Hekma, 2002). The four most sizable groups of 

non-Westerners are composed of individuals with Turkish (397 thousand) or Moroccan (386 

thousand) backgrounds, followed by Surinamese (349 thousand) and Antillean (151 thousand) 

(CBS, 2016).  

 Dutch with recent migration backgrounds accept homosexuality at lower rates than 

native or established Dutch. 84% of native Dutch agree that gay men and lesbian women should 

be free to live their own lives, compared to 54% of people with Turkish origin and 62% of 

people with Moroccan origin (Keuzenkamp & Kuyper, 2013). Only 28% of migrants with Turkish 

and Moroccan origin think gay marriage should be allowed (Keuzenkamp & Kuyper, 2013). 
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Huijnk and Dagevos found that religion explained over 40% of the differences in acceptance of 

homosexuality between native Dutch and non-Western migrants (2012). Despite being far less 

publicized, there are individuals with native Dutch backgrounds that do not approve of 

homosexuality. These individuals tend to be members of orthodox religions that frequently 

attend religious services, people with lower levels of education, and individuals over 

65-years-old (Keuzenkamp, 2010).  

The majority of Muslims in the Netherlands have Turkish or Moroccan roots (SCP, 2012). 

Many teachers held the perception that it is because of their religious roots (viz. Islamic) that 

students with Turkish and Moroccan migration backgrounds are less tolerant of learning about 

sexuality. They said that many Dutch students with migration backgrounds grapple with 

negotiating the cultural beliefs of their families when living in a Western country. In a school 

with a large proportion of students with Turkish and Moroccan migration backgrounds, a 

teacher shared an interaction he had with a pupil that demonstrated this paradox.  

 

Yea, but I’m a Moroccan. I asked [the student], Where were you born? Here, about three 
streets away. Do you have a Dutch or Moroccan passport? Dutch. When you go back to 
Morocco over the summer, do you speak Dutch or Moroccan? No, I don’t speak Arabic. 
What do they think you are? Moroccan or Dutch? They think I’m Dutch [...] So what are 
you talking about your Moroccan? They get stuck in this identity cycle that they should 
be considering themselves Dutch, but they really don’t (Teacher, Man, 31, Urban School).  
 

Teachers witness firsthand how some of their students struggle with social integration 

into the Netherlands. In schools with a more substantial proportion of students with Turkish 

and Moroccan backgrounds, teachers stated that students used sticky notes to cover graphic 

pictures in the biology text of the reproductive organs. Another educator explained the 

multiplicity of ways that individual students within the ethnic minority group negotiate 

sexuality education; showing that there is no single narrative.  

 

When you show a video, some are like “ooo” and others [shield their eyes] [...] all the 
films that I show in class are in their e-learning platform...I can also see which kids look 
at what documents. The same kids, in this case, the girl that is just like [covers face] 
when sexual information is on the screen, she did watch it [the movie], on her own 
device. Apparently, that behavior that I see is not her own but is how she thinks she 
should behave (Teacher, Man, 55, Urban School).  
 

In this quote, the teacher makes a connection between the instruction of sexual 

education and how students wrestle with the intersections of their identities, positing that the 

behaviors that are “not her own,” but attributed to a cultural background that conflicts with the 

student’s inclination to explore information about sexuality. However, it is also important to 

note that although one student felt a sense of shame or embarrassment in acknowledging her 
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curiosity; other students were eager to learn. There is no single picture of how Dutch students 

with migration backgrounds react. Generalizing their reactions contributes to polarizing 

rhetoric, pitting ‘backward Muslims,’ against a perceived national identity of ‘sexual 

exceptionalism’ in the Netherlands (Wekker, 2017).  

 

Students come from a different background culturally— Moroccans, Turks, Dutch 
Antilles. They feel that men are better than women and they’re very opposed to gender 
fluidity, different genders, and gay people, stuff like that. You have to teach them that 
we’re in The Netherlands and we don’t accept the behavior that you are showing or that 
disgust that you’re showing (Teacher, Man, 31, Rural School).  
 

Students with migration backgrounds are continuously defining their identity in the 

Netherlands; which is further complicated because Dutch teachers see sex education as 

commonplace and part of the national identity. Although teaching diverse populations provides 

a seemingly natural opportunity to facilitate conversations about cultural differences, the 

discourse surrounding religion and sexuality can become exclusionary and binary.  

The Dutch government has been supportive of homosexuality, which leads to the 

juxtaposition of the, “‘liberated homosexualities’, as icons of Dutch modernity with ‘backward’ 

Muslim migrants” (Hekma & Duyvendak, 2011). Keuzenkamp et al. discuss how gays and 

lesbians from ethnic and conservative Protestant communities negotiate their identity between 

their group and the rest of the Dutch population, and between family and ‘white’ and 

nonreligious gays (2010). Similarly, Wekker states that the rhetoric between “gays and 

Muslims” creates the impression that there are gays, and Muslims— who are “evidently all 

straight.” This construction does not allow for the possibility of being queer and Muslim. If the 

dialogue surrounding these two identity markers perpetuates binary thought patterns, it 

eliminates the ability to discuss intersections between sexuality and religion.  

 

Meeting at the intersection  

Viewing the instruction of sexual diversity from the standpoint of a student who is both 

gay and religious reveals how these identities do not exist in isolation from one another. One 

instructor in Nieuw West, an Amsterdam neighborhood where many people have a Turkish or 

Moroccan background, explained that when she talks about sexual diversity, she ensures that 

she references a previous student from the school who has a Moroccan migration background 

and is now an openly gay politician. Although this case perpetuates an image that to be 

acknowledged as liberated or genuine, LGBTQ individuals must come out, the teacher still 

provides the example that religion and sexuality are not mutually exclusive. Another educator 

interviewed made targeted efforts to bridge the gap between students with migration 

backgrounds and Dutch culture, in a way that follows strategies outlined by culturally 

responsive pedagogical theory, where educators recognize the importance of including 
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students' cultural references in all aspects of learning (Gay, 2010).  

 

They think I’m extreme, but they will take it, they’re ok with it. I am also sweet and 
caring and take their cultural difference. I say, I understand you, I know that you believe 
in Allah, but Allah also tells you to love yourself. I always take their culture into the 
lessons. I’m not a religious person, but I take it into consideration (Teacher, Woman, 38, 
Urban School).  
 

When teaching a lesson on sexual education during Ramadan, this same teacher called 

up the mosque to ask about what conversation topics were prohibited. After learning that the 

Imam did not want students to be encouraged to practice “self love” (masturbation) during the 

hours of Ramadan, but that they still wanted students to love and respect themselves, she 

formatted her lessons accordingly. She still discusses masturbation, but is aware of the religious 

ideologies. Another teacher trainer shared a book that he uses in the formation of lesson plans 

titled, Youth, Sex, and Islam (Jongeren, Seks en Islam).  
In a series of interviews with individuals in Amsterdam that are both gay and Muslim, 

Mehilli and Moolenaar identify the need for acknowledgment and support of this intersection 

of identity (2003). The Dutch government recognizes the importance of examining the 

intersection of religion and sexuality and supports organizations within ethnic and orthodox 

Protestant minority groups (Hekma & Duyvendak, 2011), e.g. by subsidizing Maruf— an 

Amsterdam-based organization that empowers queer Muslims. Furthermore, Contario, 

originally an organization for orthodox-Protestants, provides a school program called Homo en 

de Klas where students answer a series of questions that examine their views on homosexuality 

and Christianity. The program concludes with a school visit from an individual that identifies as 

LGBTQ and Christian. These stories provide examples of efforts made to draw visibility to the 

intersection between sexuality and religion. 

The educators mentioned recognize the shift in society, and instead of being steadfast in 

their ways, empower the youth they teach by relating to their culture. Sexuality and religion are 

not mutually exclusive but stand at an intersection; this is not to say that the tension between 

orthodox religious beliefs and homosexuality does not exist. However, rhetoric that 

perpetuates strict binaries fails to create a platform for conversations about the intersection of 

religion and sexual diversity. Religion and sexuality should instead be used as a standpoint to 

reframe discussions about teaching sexual diversity.  

 

Heteronormativity 

Heterosexual Questionnaire 

1. When and how did you decide you were a heterosexual? 
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2. If you have never slept with a person of the same sex, is it possible that all you need is a 

good lesbian/gay lover? 

3. Do your parents know that you are straight? Can’t you just be who you are and keep it 

quiet? 

4. Just what do women and men do in bed together? How can they truly know how to 

please each other, being so anatomically different? 

5. Would you want your child to be heterosexual, knowing the problems she would face? 

(Rochlin, 1972) 
 

In practical terms, core objective 43 is a motion to include diversity. However, the 

addition of a single discussion or event does not touch the gravity of what is necessary to foster 

genuinely inclusive environments. After conducting interviews with teachers and observing 

classrooms, I saw that while the curriculum included sexual diversity, heteronormative 

constructs were still reinforced. The most salient example of the stability of heteronormativity 

was the outsourcing of the teaching of LGBTQ topics to COC storytellers and one-day events like 

Purple Friday.  

The COC, the Netherlands’ main LGBTQ advocacy organization, developed a volunteer 

storytelling program and initiated a campaign in schools to recognize Purple Friday. The first 

Purple Friday in the Netherlands was in 2010. The day raises awareness about LGBTQ people 

and fights homophobia. Purple Friday now reaches over 90% of schools (COC, 2017). Not 

surprisingly, when asked about how sexual diversity appeared in school the most common 

response was the celebration of Purple Friday.  

In addition to Purple Friday, the second most cited form of inclusion were scheduled 

presentations from the COC. In 1970s, the COC initiated educational outreach to open 

discourse about gay and lesbian people in schools. Volunteer storytellers receive training from 

the COC on how to best communicate their coming out story, and then visit schools and 

present to students. The hope is that starting a dialogue about LGBTQ issues will foster 

empathy and promote acceptance of diversity.  

Quinlivan suggests that conundrums arise when conducting research examining 

sexuality education (2013). The COC storyteller program and recognition of Purple Friday 

showcase an example of such a conundrum. Establishing emotional bonds across lines of 

difference can lead to increased empathy and acceptance. In the Netherlands, a study 

conducted on Homo en Klas, a program used in Christian schools, showed that students exhibit 

increased awareness of LGBTQ people after a lecture from a gay Christian, especially boys in the 

vwo and havo tracks (Boersma, 2013). However, when “mix-and-stir” methods are used to 

include LGBTQ topics, non-heterosexual people remain tolerated as ‘others,’ and normative 

value systems are undisrupted.  

A visit to the COC and interview with the project manager for Youth and Education 

provided a more in-depth context of the organization’s outreach initiatives. He discussed their 
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transition in school outreach from storytelling to targeting youth leaders and providing robust 

support for the formation of Gender Sexuality Alliances (GSAs)—groups in schools that organize 

activities around gender identity and sexual orientation. The pretense for the shift was the 

realization that the top-down approach needed to be modified and schools must have 

continued representative of LGBTQ people, not just a single day of storytelling.  

A curriculum that includes sexual diversity, Purple Friday, and COC storytellers, exposes 

students to LGBTQ issues and can encourage acceptance. However, LGBTQ people are still 

primarily seen as others. A study in the Netherlands, “Increasing Normal, Never the Norm,” 

reiterates how, despite a growing acceptance of sexual diversity, LGBTQ identities do not fit 

into the sexual norm (Keuzenkamp, 2010). Furthermore, “Uncomfortable Encounters” explores 

ways that same-sex oriented people police each other due to their position within 

heteronormative society (Lisdonk, 2018). 

The development of an individual’s sexuality does not exist in a vacuum. Although 

Purple Friday and COC presentations demonstrate progress made towards creating inclusive 

spaces, two one-day events cannot adequately support the formation of student sexuality or 

destabilize deep-rooted heteronormativity in schools that constrains both heterosexual and 

non-heterosexual identities.  

 

 

Discussion: Breaking the Binaries
 

As a teacher, when someone asks you to include something, whether it is an 

announcement or learning objective, you do precisely that and add it to the curriculum. 

Infrequently is the addition of a standard seen as a call to deconstruct centuries of past 

curriculum— both taught and hidden. The hidden curriculum refers to the tacit behaviors and 

norms reinforced in schools (Freire, 1972), whereas, the taught curriculum is the instruction 

provided in the classroom. Although the taught curriculum has changed in the Netherlands, the 

hidden curriculum continues to reproduce heteronormativity.  

This study shows that heteronormativity remains a boundary to the full liberation of 

LGBTQ people. When advocating for LGBTQ students, we must not only include queer topics in 

the taught curriculum but also examine the woven fabric of the hidden curriculum. At a policy 

level, McNeill (2013) suggests that the simple inclusion of LGBTQ topics is not the issue, but 

that the heteronormativity constructing schools must be disrupted for lasting change. Teachers 

and students alike must be exposed to the raced and classed heteronormativity that Brandzel 

discusses (2005), to provoke critical thinking about the current power dynamics that produce 

unequal realities across different intersections of identity (Crenshaw 1991, Collins 2003). 

Leonardi analyzes coming out stories, finding that the heteronormative matrix limited how 

queer participants could envision their sexuality and gender; she calls on educators to 
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interrogate their practice, question what we assume to be ‘normal,’ and educate queerly 

(2017). Teaching queerly refers to providing an education that deconstructs heteronormativity 

and questions binary identities (Sears, 1999). A resource produced by the Global Alliance for 

Gay and Lesbian Education (GALE) provides an extensive list of Frequently Asked Questions 

about LGBTQ people from both teachers and students. The responses do not just include 

factual information, but also cause students to question underlying heteronormative 

assumptions (GALE, 2011). 

Examining questions like those presented earlier in the heterosexual questionnaire 

(Rochlin, 1972), may seem ridiculous, but point to an unspoken truth: the presumptions of 

Dutch society are still heterosexual and white; and the straight norm has yet to be disrupted in 

any society (Hekma, 2002). Lisa Duggan coined the term ‘ homonormativity,’ arguing that the 

emancipation of gays in the context of the United States, resulted in an embodiment of 

neo-liberal sexual politics that does not “contest dominant heteronormative assumptions and 

institutions, but upholds and sustains them” (2003, p. 50). Through an analysis of the gay rights 

and feminist political movements in the Netherlands, Bracke contends that the emancipation of 

women and gay has shifted these groups from ‘ultimate other’ to ‘one of us’ (2012). Where 

‘one of us’ presumably refers to a white, cisgender, heterosexual man. When movements for 

inclusion do not break binaries and recognize intersectional identities, there will always be 

individuals living in the margins left behind (Crenshaw, 1991). Efforts must be made to disrupt 

heteronormativity, as opposed to merely including LGBTQ topics. 

 

 

  Limitations
 

Survey Methods 

At large, the Dutch teachers that I connected with were willing to talk about sexuality 

education. However, this was most likely a product of my survey methods. After an initial 

introduction from another biology teacher, my advisor, or the Ministry of Education, I sent an 

email complete with a one-pager explaining my background teaching biology and the focus of 

my study to collect best practices on “LGBTQ inclusive education.” Since the teachers that 

responded to my request for an interview knew about the context of the project, they were 

already primed to reflect on their practice concerning my topic. Teachers had no obligation to 

respond, and I can assume, only did so if they felt comfortable discussing LGBTQ inclusive 

curriculum. Additionally, a single biology teacher facilitated many of the connections through 

his participation in a broader professional learning community of first-degree biology teachers. 

Since teachers cited collaboration with other biology educators as a factor that informed their 

teaching of sexual diversity, the connectedness between participants likely influenced results.  
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Furthermore, individuals with higher educational attainment are more likely to be 

accepting of homosexuality (Keuzenkamp, 2010). As a result, since a master’s degree is 

required to become a first-degree teacher, the educators I interviewed are likely to hold more 

progressive views than other instructors with fewer years of education. Out of the twenty-eight 

teachers I interviewed, only four were Dutch citizens with migration backgrounds, and only six 

were religious. If my sample population included a more significant number of teachers that 

had migration backgrounds or were religious, I anticipate my findings would be impacted.  

 

Access to Language 

My limited knowledge of the Dutch language negatively impacted my ability to fully 

understand the teaching of sexual diversity. Teachers often expressed the importance of 

conducting sexuality education in Dutch so that students would be able to accurately verbalize 

their feelings using their extensive vocabulary from their native language. Not only was I unable 

to translate student interactions during lessons, but I imagine that if the interviews were 

conducted in Dutch, the participants would be able to express their feelings and experiences 

teaching sexuality education more concretely.  

In addition to my limited ability to speak and understand Dutch, there was a limitation 

in the current language used to describe native Dutch versus Dutch with non-Western 

migration backgrounds. Scholars have brought attention to a linguistic trend in referring to 

native Dutch as white, thus lumping all non-Western Dutch into one category—  black 

(Altinyelken & Volman, 2017). This paradigm is shown in the labeling of Dutch schools as ‘white’ 

and ‘black,’ and in the specific context of this paper, literature that refers to ‘white gays’ in the 

Dutch context. This labeling system does not account for the diversity in ethnicity and 

experience of Dutch with non-Western backgrounds. Ethnicity, not race, plays a more 

significant role in non-native Dutch identity. Unfortunately, due to the absence of literature, 

some of the articles cited in this paper do not reflect this reality and perpetuate the white/black 

binary.  

  

Location of Schools 

Due to the time constraints in the study and the focus on teaching sexual diversity 

within the biology curriculum, I only examined instruction at the vwo and havo levels— the top 

two tracks of Dutch secondary school resulting in a university or professional bachelor degree. 

Studies show that higher educational achievement is correlated with a greater acceptance of 

homosexuality (Keuzenkamp, 2010). Therefore, if replicated at schools with vmbo and mavo 

tracks— which result in vocational and skilled trade careers for students— the findings and 

experiences of teachers would most likely vary. Additionally, though the teachers interviewed 
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came from a wide range of schools, both rural and urban, the majority of schools visited were 

within the Randstad. Furthermore, the results would differ if the study was conducted at 

schools far outside the Randstad, in more politically conservative areas of the Netherlands. 

Although the sample is not representative of the entire Netherlands, this investigation provides 

a qualitative dive into a collection of teachers’ experiences instructing about sexual diversity.  

 

 

Conclusions
 

 
There is a phenomenal amount that academics and educators can learn from the 

Netherlands. Leading the way in inclusive education, the Dutch made tremendous strides 

towards ensuring the safety of LGBTQ students. However, the fact remains that 

non-heterosexual students are still bullied in schools, do not feel comfortable being open about 

their sexual identity, and have increased rates of suicide compared to their peers (Kuyper, 

2016).  

This investigation documents the lived experiences of teachers, while remaining critical 

about the current state of inclusive education. Ultimately finding that educators leveraged their 

national identity, personal experiences, and collaborated with peers to boldly re envision sex 

education to include sexual diversity. However, heteronormativity remained a boundary to full 

inclusion. Class context, a dichotomous view of religion and sexuality, and ‘mix-and-stir’ 

methods showed that, even in the Netherlands, hegemonic ideologies continue to shape 

schools and the children within them. This leaves us with the urgent question: what will it take 

for this paradigm to shift?  

As demonstrated by Dutch educators, teachers can harness the support of networks to 

produce lasting change. Online communities can connect educators on a broader scale. Soa 

Aids, an organization in the Netherlands that provides a comprehensive sex education 

curriculum, synthesized a bank of resources created by teachers aimed at the difficulties that 

can arise when instructing about sexuality. Platforms like these provide practical assistance and 

bridge individuals together in a collective movement.  

Future legislation should institute training to build on an educator’s experiential 

knowledge and develop skills to create spaces conducive for classroom discussions. Teacher 

training must provide space for practical strategies, like how to take the taboo out of talking 

about sex, but also give educators the time to reflect on how their views of sexuality formed 

and influence their instruction. Building teacher capacity to open discourse will allow for the 

conversation to go beyond, “are you born gay,” and examine the societal constructs that 

produce that question.  

It is necessary to consider the breadth of information that students draw from when 
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forming their views on sexual diversity. Learning more about the messages sent from families, 

religious institutions, and the media allows teachers to prepare lessons relevant to the specific 

cultural context of each student. Educators can use intersectionality to develop responsive 

pedagogy from the standpoint of the gay Antillean or gender non-conforming Christian student 

and consider, “what would they need to hear in this class?” Thinking from these viewpoints 

allows us to break through the raced, classed, gendered, ableist, heteronormative constraints 

and educate boldly.  

Although this paper did not discuss Gender Sexuality Alliances (GSAs) at length, these 

affinity groups allow students to lead the charge in making LGBTQ identities visible in schools. 

In the United States, schools with Gay-Straight Alliances (the equivalent of Gender Sexuality 

Alliances) are shown to have lower rates of homophobic remarks and LGBTQ students report 

greater physical safety (GLSEN, 2007). It is necessary for schools and LGBTQ rights advocates to 

increase support for GSAs. At a school I visited outside of Amsterdam, I had the opportunity to 

watch a GSA presentation led by students that astounded me. Students took agency in 

educating their peers about sexual diversity while paying respect to intersectionality. At the end 

of the presentation, they answered questions generated by their classmates. When students 

have support from teachers, they can reinforce messages to staff and peers that all identities 

must be valued. The strength of GSAs can ebb and flow when student leaders graduate. 

Therefore, it is essential that teachers have a hand in establishing these organizations to 

increase the consistency and longevity.  

At the end of each day, we teach because we care deeply about our students and their 

development. We must switch the way that we talk about identities from binaries 

(male/female, masculine/feminine, gay/straight, religious/secular) to spectrums. Each 

individual has a story and seeing all students as ‘the same,’ does not account for the 

multidimensionality of the human experience (Davis, 2008, p. 79). We want students to know 

that you can be bisexual and Christian, Turkish and Dutch, feminist and Muslim, and valued for 

all the intersections of your identity.  

Beverly Tatum uses the analogy that systems of oppression (racism, sexism, ageism, 

homophobia etc.) work like moving walkways. When you are born into society you are placed 

on the walkway, doing nothing doesn’t make you actively homophobic, but the walkway will 

still carry you forward, and homophobia will still exist. You can choose to walk forward on the 

walkway and accelerate the privilege you are afforded. Or you can be brave and run against the 

moving walkway, toward a future that is less racist, sexist, ageist, homophobic and ableist.  

As educators, when we shut-down homophobic remarks, open dialogue about 

difference, and empower students with responsive pedagogy we are running against the 

walkway. Running against the walkway is hard, and at times might seem impossible. But unless 

we are brave, think critically, and start running, we will never reach a point where all humans 

are not just tolerated, but truly accepted.  
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Application in US Context  

Studying the Netherlands showed me that when policy, schools, and teachers align to 

create inclusive environments for LGBTQ students, change is possible. However, educators 

must be aware of constraints of heteronormativity that exists in schools and feel connected to 

the broader movement towards educational equity. To make my research actionable in the 

context of the United States, I created an online platform for teachers called Educate Boldly. 

Educate Boldly aims to shift the way we view inclusive curriculum from the sole addition of 

diversity to an approach focused on intersectionality and culturally responsive pedagogy. The 

website provides lesson planning resources that include diverse identities and deconstruct 

dominant ideologies. Furthermore, it creates a space to share stories about using culturally 

responsive pedagogy to educate boldly. With the help of other teachers, I collated a library of 

literature for educators and youth that represents the human experience across lines of race, 

ethnicity, gender, sexual orientation and other intersections of identity. The goal of Educate 

Boldly is to connect teachers with other individuals, resources, and organizations in order to 

build a collective movement towards a more equitable and inclusive future.  
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