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 he 2024-25 academic year, my 14th year as a 
teacher, was the first in which I began to seriously 
question if a long-term career in teaching was 

feasible for me. I love teaching, and the culture of political 
fear that had seeped into it at this time left me at an 
emotional and pedagogical impasse. I work at an arts high 
school housed within the public university system in my 
state. When I was hired at this school six years ago, the 
institutional embrace of equity, diversity, and inclusion 
(EDI) frameworks was salient. During my first year in this 
job, I taught a senior class on civic engagement and 
advocacy; I proposed another in Women’s, Gender, & 
Sexuality Studies; I attended EDI trainings and served on 
an EDI task force. I taught my 11th grade American 
Literature course through an overtly anti-oppressive lens. 
My school’s institutional commitment to EDI was not 
perfect, and at times I worried that it was for the wrong 
reasons (e.g. managing public perception); yet it was part 
of a momentum that centered student experience and 
made more space for asking big questions about how 
education can contribute to positive social change. 

Slowly, and then more quickly, the tide turned – not 
just at my school, but at schools across the state and 
country. All in the span of a few years, the state legislature 
passed laws banning gender affirming health care for 
minors, mandated that public school educators out trans 
students to their parents, and materialized a range of 
legislative threats to educators who teach openly about 
oppression. During this time, I received an increase in 
curriculum challenges from parents targeting LGBTQIA+ 
content in my classes; I felt an erosion of administrative 
support for curricular freedom; and higher ups in the 
university system eliminated EDI staff positions and 
frameworks in our state’s public universities, claiming that 
EDI was sowing toxic and unnecessary political divisions. 
My students felt these changes too, in a range of ways. 
Some openly participated in campus protests about the 
restriction of EDI staff positions; others questioned or were 
unclear about the very need for those protests. Some 
students spoke in class about how restrictions on trans-
affirming healthcare impacted them personally, and 
described their plans to leave the state (even the country) 
after graduation in order to access a better quality of life. 
Other students complained about LGBTQIA+ content in my 
literature courses, claiming the books I assigned were too 
explicit or made them uncomfortable. In this new political 
climate, their complaints held more sway, and I struggled 
with how to orient myself amidst these shifting ideological 
dynamics, including how to protect my most vulnerable 
students and signal to all my students that efforts to erase 
marginalized voices or intimidate them into silence were 
unacceptable. During this time, I myself began to feel less 
safe and more afraid as an openly queer educator. I began 
to feel that my ability to teach in the way that I was 
trained, and in the way I believe in my heart to be the 
most humanizing, was becoming less allowed and more 
penalized in ways I had never dreamed would be possible. 

Based on my awareness of tactics in use for 
intimidating educators around the country, I attempted to 
prepare for the possibility that I might be doxxed, 
threatened, and/or stalked if the wrong person or group 

came across my CV or my curriculum (including even a 
decontextualized shred of either). I thought carefully 
about how I set up the online portion of my courses, 
knowing that in posting readings and assignments to my 
campus’s learning management software, I could be 
granting potentially antagonistic students and their 
parents access to my course material, and that they have 
avenues by which to take that material out of context and 
public far beyond the scope of its intended audience 
(Arsenault, 2025; Whitford, 2025). I weighed the risks and 
costs of obeying violent policies before they had even been 
passed or vague policies before they had been clearly 
articulated. I worried about the impact that this political 
shift might have on the school climate as a whole, 
including creating a culture of fear in which teachers 
learned to censor ourselves. Amidst these shifts (and still), 
some students seem aware of the chilling climate and have 
offered encouragement and appreciation for anti-
oppressive course material; others remain silent for 
reasons that aren’t always clear. 

The speed and force with which this backlash 
continues to unfold is remarkable, and the question of how 
to teach within and despite it is quite fraught. This question 
often often presents itself to me as: “How do you teach 
when you’re afraid?” My fear here is not only about the 
threat of losing my job as a source of financial stability – 
it is about the very vocation of education -- which both I 
and many of my students have experienced as life-
sustaining, which is foundational to democratic society, 
and which can be an incubator for creating more freedom 
for marginalized people -- becoming choked for air. It is 
about coming face-to-face with people and policies that 
commit violence at the same time that they justify, 
minimize, and explain it away. It is about not knowing how 
bad the restrictions to academic freedom might get. It is 
about setting a courageous, dependable example for 
students who are learning how to navigate the world at 
this moment. 

In planning for the the 2025-26 school year, I thought 
about the sources of my fear: legislators who invoke the 
importance of academic freedom while framing anti-
oppressive frameworks as divisive, parents who claim they 
want protections for children while framing LGBTQ+ 
people as perverse, administrators who are willing to gloss 
over the impact this culture of fear has on all members of 
a school community. I also thought about the reasons that 
teaching still feels vital to me: my incoming students, the 
exploration of ideas that becomes possible in a classroom 
setting, the quirky sensibilities of teenagers, the salient 
feeling of love that forms within a strong class community 
when the room really gels. Over the years, I have heard 
students speak to the lasting power that a loving, affirming 
classroom can have in their lives. To connect to each other 
genuinely, to learn more about strategies for working 
toward a more just world, to gain vocabulary for describing 
their relationships to the world and themselves within it – 
these are all immense gifts of the anti-oppressive 
classroom I attempt to cultivate. In the moment and also 
much later, students have often told me what a positive 
difference this kind of learning environment makes for 
them: it helps them to understand and love themselves 
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better, it shows them how to be caring and dependable 
community members, it strengthens their curiosity and 
their skills for learning more. That authoritarianism and 
white supremacy threaten, in such a virulent way, these 
tender, transformational, affirming qualities of education 
fills me with grief. 

I brought my grief and fear with me to the first day of 
the 2025-26 school year, along with a sense of 
protectiveness for myself, my students, and the very 
educational process. In planning how to introduce my 
Women’s, Gender, & Sexuality Studies course (the course 
whose institutional position feels the most precarious), I 
landed on an exercise I have done many times before. 
When my students entered my classroom, I welcomed 
them and let them pick a seat. I shared that I was grateful 
for their presence and that I was looking forward to our 
year together. I asked them to introduce themselves 
(names, pronouns if they wished to share), and then to 
answer the prompt “What is a word or phrase that 
describes your thoughts on the concepts ‘women’, 
‘gender’, and/or ‘sexuality’?’’ Their replies included the 
following words: “fraught, skeptical, confusing, nervous, 
unknown, curious, intriguing, overlooked, overwhelming, 
vast, open-minded, complex”. I used these responses, as 
I have in this exercise previously, to begin our first class 
discussion about why the foundational concepts of WGSS 
bring these words to mind. As in the past, my students had 
a lot to say about how these concepts are personal, social, 
cultural, fascinating, and quite important. This discussion, 
of course, underscores the very utility of the class – that 
there is much to explore here, and that our time doing so 
will be valuable. Returning to this simple exercise with new 
students, despite the unprecedented threats to our 
freedoms (academic and otherwise), helped me to reaffirm 
that despite regressive discourse about feminist or 
otherwise anti-oppressive frameworks, it is still quite 
meaningful and appropriate to explore these concepts in 
an academic setting. I know this to be true, and my 
students do too. 

The students who enroll in my (often any) WGSS 
course do so because they are interested in the material. 
Though enthusiastic students in the past have often 
proclaimed that they think everyone should be required to 
take a Women’s, Gender, & Sexuality Studies course, the 
class I currently teach is elective, and I believe its elective 
nature shields it from some possible backlash from 
students who might feel they are being forced or 
indoctrinated into material that threatens their worldview. 
State policy increasingly frames this kind of material as 
inappropriate, biased, extreme, and even dangerous. As 
an educator, I hold this dishonest framework alongside the 
enthusiasm, curiosity, and investment of students who do 
choose to take the course. I wonder what might happen, 
in both the short and long term, if students were not able 
to study this material in school, what access to life-
affirming and community-building praxis might be lost. My 
students this year stated that they are grateful to be able 

to take the class at this point in time, and that they don’t 
take its existence for granted. 

There is a strand of queer liberatory thought that 
centers existence as a form of community actualization 
and resistance – you can hear it in the chant “We’re here, 
we’re queer, we’re not going anywhere!” popularized by 
queer activists in the early 1990s. This kind of insistence 
on our existence is powerful in a way I can feel throughout 
my whole body, and I bring its ethos with me into my 
classroom, as a way to think about many of my students 
and also myself. The foundational power in claiming our 
presence, the history of those who came before us, and 
the future to which we contribute feels like the best 
promise I can offer to my students at this moment. When 
I am present enough to listen, I know that many of them 
offer it in return. 
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