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Abstract  

The provision of sexuality education has shown to be inconsistent, producing knowledge 

gaps between schools and classrooms (Education Review Office, 2018). These 

inconsistencies and knowledge gaps are often permeated by heteronormativity, which renders 

queerness invisible in the curriculum (Allen, 2015). Today, many young people internally 

recognise the fluidity of their own identity and some externally explore their fluidity through 

performance and expression. For queer youth, the absence of queer inclusive sexuality 

education marginalises and misrepresents diverse sexualities and genders, signalling these are 

subjects not to be discussed in certain social contexts.  

Sexuality, education and identity are issues pertinent to young people, although they 

are often considered in isolation. Thus, this thesis seeks to understand complexities of queer 

identity in sexuality education in New Zealand secondary schools. Guided by the research 

question: how does the (in)visibility of queerness in sexuality education impact queer youth 

subjectivities? this research highlights lived experiences of queer youth, underpinned by 

queer poststructuralist theory. The findings of this research suggest that queer youth are 

increasingly embracing fluid identities, although these identities are silenced in schooling and 

sexuality education. In response to the invisibility of queerness, queer youth are actively 

finding visibility through spaces of belonging where they are then able to see themselves and 

their queerness reflected. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

“We must strive, in the face of the here and now’s totalizing rendering of reality, to 

think and feel a then and there… we must dream and enact new and better pleasures, 

other ways of being in the world, and ultimately new worlds. Queerness is a longing 

that propels us onward, beyond romances of the negative and toiling in the present. 

Queerness is that thing that lets us feel that this world is not enough, that indeed 

something is missing” (Muñoz, 2009, p. 1). 

The words of Jose Muñoz challenge the complexities of utopian thinking, offering thought 

that is centred around a fundamental idea: hope. Understanding the current limitations of 

queerness through what Muñoz calls the ‘prison house of the here and now’ allows us to 

imagine collectively the possibility of a queer future. Conceptualising the past as a field of 

possibility we must be attentive to in order to critique the present, we can ultimately envision 

the potentiality of the future (Muñoz, 2009). This moment is a prison only if we let it become 

so. Sexuality education has been described as a school subject that ‘sits uncomfortably’ 

(Quinlivan, 2018) as a site of contention and controversy. This thesis seeks to understand 

what makes sexuality education so uncomfortable, particularly for queer youth. Drawing 

from Muñoz’s ideal of queer utopia, framing queerness as something that is not yet achieved 

and as an educated mode of desiring that can be used to imagine a future (Muñoz, 2009), this 

research aims to draw from individual ideas and thoughts of the young people involved, in an 

attempt to illuminate the collective experience of participating in sexuality education as a 

queer student.  

 This thesis attempts to understand complexities of queer identity in sexuality 

education in New Zealand secondary schools. Sexuality, education and identity are issues 

pertinent to young people, although they are often considered in isolation. Today, many 
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young people internally recognise the fluidity of their own identity and some externally 

explore their fluidity through performance and expression. It is important to recognise that 

diverse sexualities and gender identities are not a new phenomenon as these identities have 

always existed; however it is the language we use to describe them that is new (Robertson, 

2018). While young people today approach queerness as fluid, many schools and sexuality 

education curriculums understand and teach sex, sexuality and gender as binary concepts. 

When queerness is included in sexuality education, schools are often teaching about diverse 

sexualities and genders, rather than for diverse sexualities and genders, rendering the needs 

and desires of queer students invisible in the curriculum (Allen, 2014).  

Globally, many countries take a heteronormative approach to sexuality education 

rather than addressing the broad spectrum of diverse sexualities and genders (UNESCO, 

2015). McNeill (2013) argues how the "promotion of heteronormativity in education policy 

and curricula both enacts and legitimates homophobia in schools" (p. 826). Comprehensive 

sexuality education programmes that do teach about and for diversity are more effective and 

beneficial for individual and collective wellbeing (Ellis & Bentham, 2021; O'Quinn & Fields, 

2020; Shannon, 2016). Additionally, there is a growing body of international research that 

recognises the young people’s desires to include content that addresses sexuality and gender 

diversity in their sexuality education (Allen, 2020; Francis, 2019; Shannon & Smith, 2015; 

Waling et al., 2020). The Sexuality Education guidelines published by the Ministry of 

Education (2015, 2020b) are internationally regarded as recognising “gender issues beyond 

the limitations of binaries” (Riggs & Bartholomaeus, 2018 as cited in Fitzpatrick et al., 2021, 

p. 2). The 2020 guidelines, and the previous 2015 version, are recognised as curriculum in 

Aotearoa, however the translation into practice has been uneven in schools around the 

country (Fitzpatrick et al., 2021). The Education Review Office (2018) found that fewer than 

one-fifth of schools are delivering consistent and effective sexuality education programmes in 
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Aotearoa that cover topics including (although not limited to) sex, sexuality and gender. 

Additionally, it recognised calls from young people who wanted more informative and 

comprehensive sexuality education across a range of topics (Education Review Office, 2018).  

Positionality 

Critically reflecting on my worldview, it is important to position myself in this research. As I 

grow older, the past becomes more important. Not only because I have gained experience, but 

because the past creates meaning. Assembling lived stories of the past is a way of illustrating 

structures of gender and sexuality. I write to uncover, and discover, as an act of radical 

resistance to the way things have been, and the way things are. In line with Muñoz (2009), I 

write with a sense of hope that one day things will be better. Growing up, I attended a public 

secondary school in Auckland. Our health and physical education classes felt like a chore, a 

class we had no choice but to attend with a curriculum steeped in heteronormativity. Existing 

in a heteronormative health education classroom as a queer student is a different kind of 

embodied experience. Often times I felt like I was sitting outside the classroom, watching in 

on my peers. The information delivered was for them while I observed from the side lines. I 

reflect on my own sexuality education in secondary school and wonder how I would be in the 

world if things were different. What would the world look like if I was visible, would it be 

brighter? These experiences and insights have framed my queer subjectivity, and 

consequently the ways I approached this research through methodology and practice. As I 

moved through this research process, I found it important to reflect on my own conceptions 

of identity and question the normative assumptions I unassumingly take for granted. Being 
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pākehā1, I recognise the privileges that have been afforded to me and that there are spaces of 

knowledge I will never inhabit. As a queer individual, I see myself and many others reflected 

in the stories of the young people involved in this research. This experience of many young 

queer people, while often disheartening, reminds us how powerful collective experience can 

be in creating meaningful change. I am ever hopeful that in a queer future, we should not 

need to hurt to make others listen. It is from this worldview that I am questioning how young 

people navigate queer visibility in health education, and conversely, how health education 

supports or creates barriers for queer visibility.  

Why queer? 

This thesis uses the term queer as an umbrella descriptor to describe a multiplicity of 

identities of sexuality and gender diverse individuals. I also acknowledge that this is not the 

preferred term for all due to the rich history and power the world holds. As discussed by 

Fraser (2020): 

The words we use to talk about rainbow peoples’ lives and experiences really matter; 

they have the potential to welcome and include, and to affirm and validate identities, 

but they can also be used to exclude, to denigrate, and to disempower. Language use 

is made even more complicated by the fact that terminology in this area can shift and 

change quickly (p. xxv). 

In the years spent completing this thesis, I had many discussions about researching queer 

youth with individuals both inside and outside of the university. A common theme that arose 

 

 

1 A person who is not of Māori descent  
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was the risk of using the term queer in research or social contexts, especially alongside youth 

and young people. For some, the term queer is steeped in negative connotations of the past, 

associated with derogatory meanings. For others, queer complicates notions of youth 

innocence. While these discussions had me reflect on the use of queer in my research, I 

continued to use the term as one of empowerment and fluidity. Thus, I use the term queer 

throughout this thesis to refer to individuals who reject heterosexuality and 

heteronormativity, with an awareness of the shifting contexts of queerness throughout time. 

However, I also use participants own terms of identity in discussion, as spoken by them in the 

interviews. The intentional use of the term queer is discussed below in three points.  

Firstly, I use the term queer as a rejection of assumptions that diverse bodies are fully 

accepted in society (Ghaziani, 2011) and to refute the notion that tolerance under 

heteronormativity is the goal of social change. Queerness moves beyond the notion of us 

versus them, to a conceptualisation of us and them in a shift from opposition to inclusion. 

Queerness highlights a desire to build upon the past, recognising the collective historical and 

present-day struggles. Secondly, I use queer as a refusal to fragment identity according to an 

acronym (such as LGBTQIA), while simultaneously providing a box to place us in for those 

who need it. We often categorise people as a way to understand, labelling individuals and 

inadvertently assigning them a role in society. Importantly, language does not create social 

reality, it creates meaning for social reality (Richardson, 2001). Thus, I use the term queer as 

a means of satisfying others who seek clarifications or to label identities. Thirdly, I use the 

term queer as a term of liberation. Acknowledging my own identity has been a long journey, 

one that I am continuously navigating. Queer as a term of identity encompasses diversity of 

gender, sex characteristics and sexuality, and allows for a holistic description of an 

individual’s sense of self. I use the term queer as an all-encompassing identity, that leaves 

breathing room for interpretation. It feels like a way of describing, without describing. 
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Thesis overview 

It is from this embodied queer position, that I began an enquiry into identity, sexuality and 

education through re-examining past experiences with young people and forming new 

perceptions of those experiences (Robertson, 2018). There are gaps in existing work that do 

not address embodied or lived experiences of identity in relation to sexuality education. In 

this research, I seek to understand subjective accounts of identity, connecting structure with 

meaning. Understanding queer identity from this perspective provides a different kind of 

insight, drawing from voices of experience and structures of society.  

 Following this introduction, Chapter 2 provides context for this research by outlining 

current and prior research that looks to sexuality education and queer youth in Aotearoa, both 

together and in isolation. This chapter frames current policy and practice in sexuality 

education in Aotearoa, while making links to international examples.  

 Chapter 3 outlines the theory used throughout this thesis, drawing from 

poststructuralist and queer theories. This chapter also provides a reflexive account of what it 

means to do queer poststructuralist research and analysis in education.  

 Chapter 4 looks to the methodologies used in the research and introduces the 

participants. The use of qualitative methodologies in research about education is explored, 

alongside a discussion of what it means to be a queer researcher researching queer issues. 

 Chapter 5 uses the data and stories collected through participant interviews to analyse 

queer youth subjectivities, seeking to uncover and understand how queer youth make sense of 

their identities within the complexities of schooling and adolescence.  

 Chapter 6 carries on the discussion from the previous chapter, further exploring the 

experiences of queer youth in sexuality education in secondary schools. This chapter outlines 
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how sexuality education is experienced by queer youth, making links to the policy and 

practice of sexuality education outlined in previous chapters. 

 In Chapter 7, I summarise the key findings from this research and outline the 

limitations. Reflecting on the researching findings, I propose how we can use knowledge to 

think toward a queer futurity, envisioning what a diverse and equitable sexuality education 

could look like. 
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Chapter 2: Literature review 

Introduction 

In this chapter I examine shifts in sexuality education in Aotearoa and the implications of 

these for queer youth. Additionally, I recognise the body of literature in sexuality education 

and the gaps in existing work that do not address embodied lived experiences of queer youth. 

This chapter is divided into two key sections, firstly outlining the history and current state of 

sexuality education through policy and practice, before considering what it means to be a 

queer young person in Aotearoa today and conceptualising a shift from queer identity to 

queer subjectivity. Importantly, it is necessary to understand that sexuality education is 

conceptualised widely in different social, cultural and political contexts. In the following 

section, and throughout this thesis, I situate an understanding of sexuality education in line 

with policy and practice in Aotearoa, while drawing from and making comparisons to 

international examples.  

Sexuality education in Aotearoa 

 In Aotearoa, sexuality education is one of the seven key areas of learning within the Health 

and Physical Education (HPE) curriculum (Te Kete Ipurangi, 2014). The learning area of 

HPE is mandatory in all public schools from years 1-10 but schools ultimately decide how 

much time is dedicated to learning and the foci of programmes. The provision of sexuality 

education has been shown to be inconsistent, producing knowledge gaps between schools and 

classrooms (Education Review Office, 2018). While most young people today have increased 

access to other sources of information through technology and online forms of knowledge 

sharing, these often perpetuate misinformation (Allen, 2008) and can increase the stigma of 

sexuality education, relegating it to be something researched and learned about in isolation. It 



 
9 

has been internationally recognised that young people need a sexuality education that 

provides consistent and accurate information, and is respectful of diversity (UN Women & 

UNICEF, 2018). To be meaningful for all students, sexuality education programmes must be 

responsive to students needs and encompass topics including sexuality, gender, culture and 

disability.  

 There has been a recent shift in Aotearoa to include diversity in sexuality education 

curriculums, centring inclusivity and taking a socio-political approach to health (Fitzpatrick, 

2020). The Ministry of Education refreshed the 2015 version of the sexuality education 

guidelines in 2020, publishing ‘Relationships and Sexuality Education: A Guide for 

Teachers, Leaders and Boards of Trustees.’ The guidelines were published as two separate 

versions, with one document for primary schools or years 1 to 8 (Ministry of Education, 

2020a) and the other for secondary schools or years 9 to 13 (Ministry of Education, 2020b). 

Both versions of the guideline advocate a whole-school approach to student wellbeing and 

acceptance of diversity, with age appropriate content. This thesis will use and work with the 

latter secondary school version of the guidelines (Ministry of Education, 2020b), as the 

research and discussion seeks to understand what is happening for queer youth in Aotearoa 

secondary schools. As mentioned by Fitzpatrick (2020): 

The sexuality education guide thus challenges schools to examine the impact of 

gender binaries and heteronorms while also exploring diverse views of sexuality. 

Again, it positions sexuality as an area of learning, not as an intervention. In this, 

there is space to articulate and explore the complexity of human sexuality, while also 

naming and exposing inequities and exclusion (p. 91).  

The guidelines are internationally unique in that they move away from heteronormality to 

recognise sexuality and gender diversity. They also work within a bicultural framework, 
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incorporating indigenous knowledge and worldviews. However, there is a gap between policy 

and practice where the guidelines are not being used appropriately in schools, leaving 

students with partial comprehensive sexuality education. 

 A report undertaken by the Education Review Office (ERO) (2018) highlighted that 

fewer than one-fifth of schools are delivering consistent and effective programmes. The 

effectiveness of teaching was measured across six domains including stewardship, leadership, 

connections, curriculum, capability and evaluation. Schools deemed as teaching ‘very well’ 

(19.8%) were compliant across all domains and demonstrated good practice across at least 

four domains. Schools teaching sexuality ‘well’ (33.6%) were compliant across all domains, 

while schools teaching ‘somewhat well’ (19%) were compliant across at least four domains. 

Those schools who were teaching ‘not at all well’ (27.8%) were not compliant across at least 

four domains (Education Review Office, 2018). While the structure of the 2018 report differs 

to a previously published report (Education Review Office, 2007) on the same issue, there are 

commonalities in the findings. In both reviews the number of schools teaching effective 

sexuality education was similar, with 17% in 2006 (Education Review Office, 2007) and 

19.8% in 2015 (Education Review Office, 2018). While the number of schools with good or 

effective practices of teaching remained steady, the number of schools with ineffective 

practices increased. The 2007 review of sexuality education provision in schools noted that 

5% of schools visited needed to significantly improve their teaching as the content and 

learning outcomes were deemed ineffective (Education Review Office, 2007). In comparison, 

the 2018 review highlighted that 27.6% of schools were recognised as teaching sexuality 

education ‘not at all well’, meaning they were not compliant across at least four domains 

(Education Review Office, 2018). The review also identified barriers or challenges to 

implementing sexuality education, recognising that the most common barrier was a lack of 

planning for a comprehensive sexuality education (Education Review Office, 2018). Further 



 
11 

barriers included absent or inadequate community consultation, lack of teacher confidence 

and low prioritisation of sexuality education. These hindrances to effective sexuality 

education result in variability in practice between schools and students have recognised the 

inconsistency as a problem. The 2018 report asked students to comment on the sexuality 

education they received, with only 10% of students reporting their sexuality education was 

appropriate to their needs (Education Review Office, 2018).  

 In Aotearoa, sexuality education is the only learning area that requires consultation 

with the community regarding content and delivery of lessons. The Board of Trustees of each 

school is required to engage with the community every two years in consultation of the 

proposed health education content (Education and Training Act 2020). The community is 

encouraged to comment on the curriculum and its implementation in the school. Additionally, 

under the Act parents or caregivers are able to request that a student be released from class 

during sexuality education lessons (Education and Training Act 2020). Each school has 

discretion concerning what they will teach, or won’t teach, so there is little regulation or 

knowledge of what content is taught. The curriculum is open for interpretation (Fitzpatrick et 

al., 2021), allowing leniency for teachers and schools to avoid controversial, but relevant, 

topics such as porn, consent and non-heterosexual sex. The ERO report found that 

community opposition to sexuality education in some schools meant that inadequate 

programmes that overlooked important aspects of the curriculum were being provided 

(Education Review Office, 2018). These oppositions, real or perceived, were implicated by 

diverse religious or cultural views of the community.  

 Sexuality education is commonly taught by HPE teachers in secondary schools, as a 

timetabled curriculum subject under health education. However, in some circumstances, 

schools enlist outside providers or organisations to deliver topics as lessons or seminars. 
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Sexuality education is often outsourced to organisations such as Family Planning2, Attitude3, 

Rainbow Youth4 and Accident Compensation Corporation (ACC)5, each with a differing 

focus and perspective. Using external agency programmes to support health education, rather 

than substitute it, can be beneficial in some circumstances, allowing students to engage with 

knowledge and experience from diverse individuals and organisations (Ministry of 

Education, 2020b). Evaluating the use of external agencies, Grant (2016) found that when 

schools in Aotearoa were using the programmes it was to support health education as rather 

than substitute it. Some teachers mentioned how using these outside providers was necessary 

due to a lack of confidence or knowledge in teaching sexuality education, while others 

recognised the limitations of these programmes. Many teachers expressed concern over the 

types of messaging students received from the organisations. One example highlighted was 

the event of a Christian organisation speaking about sexuality education at a secular school. 

This teacher was concerned about the possibility of inconsistent messaging between what the 

school taught and what the organisation was teaching, and the implications of this for 

 

 

2 Family Planning delivers sexuality education programmes in schools, taught in collaboration with classroom 
teachers “to help them develop the confidence and skills to be able to deliver the programmes into the future.” 
The age-appropriate lessons covers aspects of growing up, relationships, sex, human sexuality and 
sexual/reproductive health, with separate programmes for year levels year 1 to 10 (Family Planning, n.d.). 
3 Attitude provide a range of presentations for intermediate and secondary schools, each delivered as a one-off 
seminar on a specific topic. For students in years 9 and 10, the presentation on sex and relationships covers “the 
emotional and social aspects of sexuality and provide a decision-making guide to relationships” (Attitude, n.d.). 
4 Rainbow Youth has developed a range of freely available video resources for teachers to use which aim to 
decrease homophobic and transphobic bullying, with separate resources for years 7-8 and years 9-13. The 
resources cover topics including “positive relating to others, fostering healthy communities, critical thinking, 
participating and contributing, sexual health and development, interpersonal skills and attitudes, stereotypes and 
managing self” (Rainbow Youth, n.d.). 
5 ACC leads the Mates & Dates programme in schools which aims to “teach young people healthy relationship 
skills and behaviours to help prevent sexual and dating violence.” This programme is taught for one hour per 
week over five weeks and is designed for all students in years 9 to 13 (Accident Compensation Corporation, 
n.d.). 
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students (Grant, 2016). Overall, the Ministry of Education argues that health education 

teachers “are the experts in terms of pedagogies and the needs of their ākonga6, and they are 

ultimately responsible for curriculum delivery,” (Ministry of Education, 2021b, p. 40) 

highlighting the need for increased teacher education and professional development 

concerning sexuality education.  

Overall, the current sexuality education curriculum provides guidance for parents, 

teachers and the school community, although the merits of this curriculum are hindered by 

community perceptions of sexuality education, teacher expertise (or lack of), and the 

inconsistent delivery of programmes. This variability of sexuality education concerns student 

wellbeing and creates a significant knowledge gap concerning sex, sexuality and gender, 

alongside other important topics sexuality education touches upon. 

What is taught? What is missing? 

Young people have consistently identified areas they would like to learn more about, or areas 

that were missing from their sexuality education (Education Review Office, 2018; Ellis & 

Bentham, 2021). Despite the broad range of topics, the most common focus of sexuality 

education is safe (heterosexual) sex and contraceptive methods (Thursdays in Black, 2017). A 

survey conducted by Family Planning (2019) found that the majority of students recall 

learning about sexually transmitted infections (81%), anatomy, physiology and puberty 

(80%), and conception and contraception (76%). While these are important topics within 

sexuality education, there are additional topics that are missing in many school curriculums. 

 

 

6 Student or learner in Te Reo Māori 
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Students have highlighted issues that were not appropriately addressed in their sexuality 

education including discussions of queer safe sex, sexuality and gender diversity, and 

discriminatory attitudes such as homophobia or transphobia (Ellis & Bentham, 2021).  

Queer (safe) sex 

Many sexuality education programmes focus on sex as a physical phenomenon and avoid 

content that falls beyond a heteronormative sphere of perceived safety. Because of this, 

sexuality education commonly ignores queer identities, or negatively frames them as deviant. 

In many classrooms, if queer sex is addressed, it is presented in a way that relates danger and 

disease (Allen, 2007). This is often done by referring to queer sex as deviant and focusing on 

topics such as HIV/AIDS (Pascoe & Stewart, 2016). The discussion of queer sex as deviant 

or risky is problematic as it presents a one-sided view of the situation, focusing on the 

problematic and ignoring constructive and educative information (Allen, 2006). This is not 

only an issue common to Aotearoa, as sexuality education content in other Western countries 

similarly dismisses queer perspectives (Francis, 2019; Shannon, 2016; Waling et al., 2020). 

Despite evidence that abstinence-based education strategies have little impact on the 

reduction of sexual activity among young people (Allen, 2007), they are still prevalent in 

many schools globally. In reality, comprehensive sexuality programmes that focus on 

empowerment, information and engagement, rather than risk, have been shown to minimise 

risk-taking behaviour (Allen, 2007). Importantly, to be meaningful for all, sexuality 

education needs to include information for all diverse young people.  

Sexuality and gender diversity 

Sexuality and gender diversity has been included in the sexuality education guidelines as a 

key area of learning since 2015 (Fitzpatrick, 2018). Despite this inclusion, many schools 

avoid teaching the topic. A report by Thursdays in Black (2017) found that 45% of 
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respondents did not cover minority sexualities7 and 70% did not cover minority genders. 

Where these topics were taught, only 6% of students rated their minority sexuality education 

above average and 3% rated their minority gender education above average (Thursdays in 

Black, 2017). Additionally, in a survey by Family Planning (2019), 73% of students did not 

cover sexuality and gender diversity in their sexuality education. These two reports highlight 

the gap in learning and teaching about diversity, as recognised by students. Teaching about 

sexuality and gender diversity is not only important for issues of visibility, but also concerns 

the acceptance of others in school and the wider community (Fitzpatrick et al., 2021). When 

young people are not informed about diversity or stereotypes and attitudes go unchallenged, 

this can lead to increased homophobia, transphobia and discrimination in schools (Paechter, 

2019).  

Homophobia 

Homophobia refers to the “irrational negative response to, or fear of, people who are 

homosexual, transgender, bisexual, or otherwise gender and sexually diverse” (Ministry of 

Education, 2020b, p. 55). The Relationships and Sexuality Education (RSE) guidelines state 

that “quality RSE enables young people to… challenge homophobia, transphobia, sexism, 

and gender-based violence” (Ministry of Education, 2020b, p. 13) and provide guidance for 

schools dealing with bullying and homophobia. It is important to note that the absence of 

comprehensive sexuality education that recognises diversity can have ongoing effects beyond 

secondary schools. In a survey of sexuality and gender diverse university students in 

 

 

7 The word minority is used in the survey results to refer to diverse sexualities and genders, or identities that are 
not cis-heteronormative. 
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Aotearoa that looked at unwelcome behaviours on university campuses, 46% of respondents 

had been made to feel ashamed about their sexuality and 38% had experienced homophobia 

(Thursdays in Black, 2017). Queer youth experience higher rates of bullying and depressive 

symptoms compared to their peers, with almost a quarter of gender diverse students reporting 

weekly or more bullying in the past year, compared to 5% of cisgender students (Fenaughty, 

2021b). Teaching about sexuality and gender diversity is not only important for queer 

students, but also provides all students with information on diversity and acceptance and 

reiterates that queerness is not a negative flaw. 

Queer lives in Aotearoa 

Historically, to be anything other than heterosexual and cisgender was believed to be the 

result of a mental illness (Britzman, 1995). The medicalisation of identity influenced societal 

attitudes toward queer bodies and functioned to relegate them as deviant and dangerous. In 

line with these attitudes, policy and practice actively diminished and erased queer identity 

through the promotion of heterosexual idealisms, to which individuals were expected to 

conform (Butler, 1991). The twenty-first century has seen the resistance of these norms, 

particularly through the rise of feminism and queer theory (Jones, 2018). Young people are 

widening their definitions of gender and sexuality and, consequently, are expanding their use 

of increasingly specific and alternate sexualities and genders (Robertson, 2018). Identity is a 

complex issue that is often complicated further during adolescence, a period where issues of 

the self may become a central concern to young people. 

 International research has highlighted how many sexuality and gender diverse youth 

choose not to identify with traditional identity labels such as gay, lesbian and bisexual and are 

instead opting for terms that encompass a broader definition such as queer (Robertson, 2018). 

While the term queer was reclaimed and embraced by academics and activists, it has since 



 
17 

found its ways into communities as a descriptor of identity and politics (Rosenberg, 2018). It 

is important to understand that diverse sexualities and genders have long existed in society, 

however, the words to describe these have not. The increased use of diverse terms to describe 

sexualities and genders can be attributed to the increased accessibility of online content and 

knowledge sharing, which has allowed a new kind of global language sharing and increased 

queer visibility (McBride & Neary, 2021).  

Queer (in)visibility 

While there are numerous studies that look at queer populations in isolation (e.g. the 

Youth2000 series, the Household Economic Survey (HES), or the General Social Survey), 

there is no comprehensive whole population study that has accurately identified the number 

of queer people in Aotearoa. Collecting data pertaining to diverse sexualities and gender is 

complicated by the potential repercussions of stigma in a socio-political climate that is not yet 

completely accepting of queer bodies. The fear and avoidance of stigma, and the uncertainty 

of repercussions are key reasons why individuals choose not to come out in particular spaces, 

including research data. Being visible through statistical data is an uncertainty that many 

cannot afford to take the risk of (Taylor & Dwyer, 2016).  

Initial findings from the Youth19 survey as part of the Youth2000 series found that 

9% of respondents were same or multiple-sex attracted and a further 7% were unaware of 

their sexual attraction, or not sexually attracted to others (Fenaughty et al., 2021a). The rates 

of same- or multiple-sex attraction rose from the Youth12 survey, where 3.8% of young 

people identified as same-sex attracted and 4.3% were unaware (Lucassen et al., 2014). An 

important distinction between the Youth12 and Youth19 studies is a more inclusive use of 

language. The Youth12 survey used ‘same/both-sex attracted’ as a term of non-

heterosexuality, whereas the Youth19 survey uses ‘same/multiple-sex attracted.’ This attempt 
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at reducing the binary thinking around sexuality allows for a more fluid understanding that 

encompasses the way young people are talking and thinking about sexuality. In the same 

studies, the number of gender diverse and transgender students decreased slightly from 1.2% 

in 2012 (Clark et al., 2014) to 1% in 2019 (Fenaughty et al., 2021b). Similarly, young people 

questioning their gender identity dropped from 2.5% in 2012 (Clark et al., 2014) to 0.6% in 

2019 (Fenaughty et al., 2021b). 

Evidence has shown that non-heterosexual and gender diverse young people 

experience low self-esteem and low mood, and consequently engage in self-destructive or 

risky behaviours (Te Hiringa Hauora, 2019). Queer students are also more susceptible to 

bullying and harassment (Veale et al., 2019) and suicidal tendencies (Riches, 2014) than their 

peers. These negative health and social outcomes were highlighted in the Youth19 findings, 

where queer students reported lower levels of family support, school safety and overall 

wellbeing than heterosexual, cisgender students (Fenaughty et al., 2021a, 2021b). These 

negative experiences do not vanish after secondary school or adolescence, and often have 

lifelong repercussions that carry into adulthood. Results from the New Zealand Mental 

Health Monitor showed that queer individuals aged 15 and over were more likely to report 

lower overall life satisfaction (67%) compared to the general population (84%) (Te Hiringa 

Hauora, 2019). Queer individuals were also more likely to report experiencing high levels of 

psychological distress in the previous four weeks (29%) at the time of survey, compared to 

the general population (8%) (Te Hiringa Hauora, 2019).  

The increased acceptance of queerness amongst young people today can be seen as a 

result of increased exposure to diversity, as queer people are more visible in society today 

and information is easily accessible (Jones, 2018). In the past, when issues of sexuality were 

visible, they were often negatively presented through marginalisation, criminalisation or 

medicalisation (Britzman, 1995), framing queer existence as abnormal. Information about 
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queer identities was difficult to access and was often presented in a way that was shameful. 

These stigmas toward the queer community resulted in an invisibility of queer people and 

communities (Yep, 2003). Today, young people can access this information freely and 

without shameful connotations. This progress in exposure and agency provides young people 

with resources to articulate their sexuality and gender at a younger age than was previously 

achievable (Jones, 2018). While more post-millennial youth are embracing queer identities 

than before, it is important to recognise that heteronormative binaries are still present in 

society (Jones, 2018). Younger generations are more accepting of queer identities, although 

some sexualities and genders (such as transgender or bisexuality) do receive less acceptance 

(Orne, 2013), highlighting that although there has been significant progress, queer acceptance 

is not yet here.  

 The experience of gender and sexuality can be best described as multi-dimensional, 

with overlapping words and terms to describe subjective experiences. It is important to 

recognise that queer is something that is experienced differently by each person who uses the 

term. There can be no one definition that highlights the experience of a collective struggle, 

although individual experiences can be drawn together to illustrate what it means to be queer.  

Labels and language 

While young people are pushing personal and political boundaries of what it means to be 

queer, there are still limitations to what the term embodies and enacts. The concept of identity 

requires a recognition of difference, whereby it is from this recognition of difference that 

identity can create solidarity. Gamson (1997) describes collective identity as not only a 

process of identifying commonalities of who we are, but as also a process of rejecting who 

we are not. Thinking about and with gender and sexuality, the concept of difference can be 

reflected in binary notions of heterosexuality/homosexuality or cisgender/transgender. To be 
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different should not mean to be othered, marginalised or lesser, however, this is commonly 

how reflections of queer identity are understood (Yep, 2003).  

 Gamson (1995) questioned how queer could unify the community, arguing instead 

that it could totalise identity into a unified appearance. For some, the acronym LGBT 

(similarly LGBTQ or LGBTQIA) encourages a competition for recognition (Jones, 2018). 

There are varying opinions and preferences regarding the length of the acronym, sparking 

debate over who is included and who is marginalised. Jones (2018) argues that “as millennial 

and post-millennial youths embrace more fluid gender identities and sexualities, they create 

more opportunities for marginalization. In some ways, these continuously forming subgroups 

within the LGBT community begin to compete with each other for recognition and 

affirmation” (p. 216). For some, Q is inclusive of all non-normative identities, although for 

others the Q extends to include those who are questioning their sexuality or gender, creating 

uncertainty in the acronym. Additionally, there are other terms such as pansexuality that are 

not included in most interpretations of the acronym, evoking questions of exclusion and 

invisibility. These arguments highlight the issue of inclusion in diversity, recognising that 

marginalisation exists both outside and within the queer community. Seidman (1997) 

criticises identity-based knowledge that is formed from a common notion of identity and 

highlights a disciplinary role that knowledge holds in suppressing difference. Seidman 

proposes a need to queer what is known by considering difference as a condition of 

knowledge and reflecting on the understandings that are often taken for granted. Queering 

identity is to deconstruct normative assumptions and consider identity in multi-dimensional 

thought (Seidman, 1997). As highlighted by Robertson (2014), “without a paradigmatic shift 

in how we understand sexuality, [discrimination] will continue to be a powerfully productive 

tool for drawing those social boundaries in the first place” (p. 401). Recognising the 

challenges and limitations of queerness, as mentioned in Chapter one, this thesis uses the 
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term queer to reject these boundaries that work to define, separate and marginalise queer 

youth in spaces including sexuality education. 

Queer youth and sexuality education 

Sexuality education seeks to provide young people with the knowledge, resources and agency 

to understand identity and personal development. The 2020 Relationships and Sexuality 

Education guidelines highlight the importance of teaching about identity and also recognise 

that “the formation of young peoples sexual and gender identities is an ongoing lifelong 

process” (Ministry of Education, 2020b, p. 12). The inclusion of content about and for 

diverse identities is important, as currently gender diverse students are more likely to find 

none of their sexuality education useful (29%) than their cisgender classmates (9%) (Family 

Planning, 2019). Additionally, Veale et al. (2019) found less that than 4% of gender diverse 

individuals had specific information for transgender or non-binary students in their sexuality 

education. The absence of queer inclusive education can function to ‘other’ queerness or 

frame these as subjects not to be discussed. When queer youth do not receive inclusive 

sexuality education, they are more likely to feel unsafe at school, to skip class, and to 

experience higher levels of bullying and victimisation due to their sexual orientation or 

gender identity (Riches, 2014). When queer youth see themselves reflected in classroom 

teachings, the sense of validation can be life altering and in some cases, lifesaving. A study 

led by The Trevor Project (2020) found that 40% of LGBTQ+ youth had ‘seriously 

considered suicide’ in the past year and similarly, studies in Aotearoa have shown elevated 

rates of stress, distress and suicide among sexuality and gender diverse youth (Clark et al., 

2014; Lucassen et al., 2014). Despite Aotearoa’s progressive stance toward queer rights, 

queer individuals still endure homophobia and transphobia in institutions and communities. 
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Aotearoa has permitted legal freedom for queer individuals through policies such as marriage 

equality, but to be permitted does not mean to be normalised or accepted.  

Conclusion 

This chapter has outlined the current state of sexuality education in Aotearoa, drawing from 

policy and research and explored the global status of sexuality education, a domain 

commonly situated in heteronormativity and silence. It has also discussed issues of queer 

(in)visibility in Aotearoa and the shifting use of language and labels. The following chapter 

will discuss theories and concepts used throughout this research.  
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Chapter 3: Theory  

Introduction  

This chapter explores the theories that underpin the knowledge and discussion within this 

thesis. These frameworks include poststructuralism and queer theory, alongside concepts of 

power/knowledge, governmentality, biopower, the heterosexual matrix and performativity. I 

firstly begin by providing an overview of poststructuralism before exploring how queer 

theory and its concepts are constructed from and within poststructuralist thought. I conclude 

the chapter with a reflexive understanding of what it means to do queer poststructuralist 

research and analysis in education, drawing together three key tenets of poststructuralism 

outlined by Taylor (2018), recognising their functions and limitations in this research. 

Poststructuralism 

What poststructuralist theory sought, in making the intersections of language, social 

structure and desire visible, and analyzable, was the deconstruction of the liberal 

humanist subject as the agent in control of its identity and its meanings and desires 

(Davies et al., 2020, p. 23). 

The key task of poststructuralism is to question dominant truths and norms about what it 

means to be human (Davies et al., 2020). It attempts to work productively with, rather than 

against, the complexity of human existence (Lee, 1992). Furthermore, scholars engage with 

poststructural theories and the related conceptual tools in order to critically interrogate 

dominant discourses and the associated norms or truths these discourses produce (Davies et 

al., 2020). Poststructuralism is used to engage in a critically reflexive practise that 

deconstructs epistemologies from within and to assert that power relations maintain 

knowledge through an ontology of anti-foundationalism (Peters, 1996). Poststructuralist 
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theory challenges essentialist understandings of identity, rejecting the idea of a stable, fixed 

identity. In its challenge to the essentialist conception of a stable identity, poststructuralism 

offers the concept of subjectivity (Peters, 2005). In this, identities are constantly being 

constructed, never reaching a fixed point of conclusion.  

 The prefix ‘post’ does not signify a temporal afterwards of structuralism, instead 

referring to a way of thinking that was born from, but remains in a questioning relationship 

with, structuralist theory (Taylor, 2018). Poststructuralists think with a recognition that 

existing structural understandings of the world do not offer the tools we need (Foucault, 

1988). Therefore, it is important to understand the theoretical assumptions of structuralism. 

Structuralism understands the social world as structured by essential rules or laws, which 

govern all human cultures through universal applicability (Taylor, 2018). Poststructuralism 

challenges the essence of structuralism, which presumes that there are fixed, universal truths 

that govern all, and which are located within western thought (Peters, 2005). It resists and 

rejects these essentialist claims, instead focusing attention on the historical, political, cultural 

and social conditions and contexts from which truths are constructed. Poststructuralists seek 

to deconstruct these conditions, in order to understand their effects. 

 A key concept of structuralism is binary opposition, whereby ideas and meaning is 

constructed through difference. In structuralist logic, we cannot understand something unless 

we first perceive its difference from something else in opposition. Jacques Derrida, a key 

scholar of poststructuralist theory, uses the term ‘violent hierarchy’ to highlight that there is 

not, or cannot be, a peaceful coexistence of oppositional terms as one term will always 

govern the other (Derrida, 1981). From this, Derrida dreamed of a system beyond the 

confines of a binary, one that deconstructed hierarchical structures of dominance and 

oppression (Derrida, 1981). The idea of a violent hierarchy is important when thinking about 

queer issues that are both constrained within and attempting to reject binaries of gender and 



 
25 

sexuality. While structuralism works with and encourages binary understandings of ideas, 

poststructuralism recognises the liminality, or the in-between of binaries. Although 

poststructuralism cannot stop hierarchical knowledge systems relating to sex, gender and 

sexuality from operating, it can remind us that there are other ways of thinking and knowing 

beyond the normative or the binary. In essence, poststructuralism allows us to see how binary 

thinking produces certain ways of being (such as male/female) while making ways of being 

outside of the binary (diverse genders) invisible. Working with the theoretical underpinning 

of poststructuralism, I draw from the toolbox of Foucauldian theories, including 

power/knowledge, governmentality and biopower to examine these ways of thinking beyond 

binaries. 

Power/knowledge 

Foucault understands power as relational, operating as a network throughout the social world 

(Foucault, 1980a). Power exists in our social formations, language, and the actions we make. 

Importantly, it does not come from one source, nor can it be held by one individual or group. 

Instead power is everywhere, within institutions and spaces we inhabit, and in our ways of 

being (Foucault, 1980b). Power and knowledge are not, and cannot be, separated as: 

“the exercise of power perpetually creates knowledge and, conversely, knowledge 

constantly induces effects of power… knowledge and power are integrated with one 

another, and there is no point in dreaming of a time when knowledge will cease to 

depend on power” (Foucault, 1980a, p. 52). 

 Thus, Foucault conceptualises these relational concepts as power/knowledge, where 

knowledge is always an exercise of power, and power is always a function of knowledge.  

 Within education, the curriculum determines what kinds of discourses are deemed 

appropriate, and therefore enacted as regimes of truth through power/knowledge, or which 
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are deemed inappropriate and excluded (Paechter, 2003). As Foucault argues, “every 

educational system is a political means of maintaining or of modifying the appropriation of 

discourse, with the knowledge and the powers it carries with it” (Foucault, 1972, p. 227). In 

this sense, the curriculum itself functions as a gatekeeper and producer of knowledge and 

truth. In this research, students highlighted the power/knowledge configurations of their 

schools and teachers, recognising that curriculums and teaching were heteronormative and 

cisgender in focus and (perhaps unintentionally) functioning to disempower queer students. 

 It is important to understand that power/knowledge is not also constraining, but can 

also be productive in that it provides new ways of thinking and acting. Resistance is 

inseparable from power, as power/knowledge relations are contested and constantly shifting. 

However, the interactions between power/knowledge and resistance are often ignored in 

Foucault’s thinking. It is in these spaces that we are able to reconfigure existing power 

relations in a way that restricts the power/knowledge of oppressive institutions, actions or 

practices. Foucault further discusses the impact of power/knowledge on the body through 

regulatory concepts such as governmentality and biopower. 

Governmentality  

Foucault (1991) uses the term governmentality to link ideas of governance with modes of 

thought or mentality and as a way to think about how power is exercised. Foucault sought to 

understand the fundamental ideas of power relations, specifically how populations are both 

governed and act as governors (Foucault, 2007). The concept of governmentality recognises 

power not as something that is held by a central authority, but as something that is distributed 

throughout populations (Foucault, 2007). Further defined by Dean (2010), governmentality 

“provides a language and framework for thinking about the linkages between questions of 

government, authority and politics, and questions of identity, self and person” (p. 75). 



 
27 

Governmentality recognises a shift from a repressive to a disciplinary society, where norms 

are enacted through biopower, which are then internalised and regulated through a 

surveillance of self and others (Foucault, 2007). Within this, subjectivity is governed through 

gendered and sexed discourses. Governmentality is both individualising and totalising, in that 

it is simultaneously concerned with the construction of individual subjectivity while also 

observing how the individual is transformed into a subject through power/knowledge 

(Foucault, 1982). This can be further explored through the work of Van Loon (2008), who 

uses governmentality to understand how particular young people are singled out as ‘subjects 

of risk’ and how this both impacts and undermines their sexual subjectivity. From this they 

argue that the nature of governmentality renders young people more vulnerable to risk as a 

result of disciplinary power that questions autonomy (Van Loon, 2008). Therefore, this 

research uses governmentality to understand how relations of power work to govern 

subjectivities, specifically looking at gender and sexuality in youth. Using governmentality as 

a frame, as Ringrose (2013) argues “allows us to see the mechanisms and technologies of 

power in disciplinary society through which we understand ourselves to be free” (p. 69). 

Building upon how normative discourse is conceptualised through power/knowledge, and 

how this is enacted through governmentality, the next concept will look to how individuals 

reproduce discourse through biopower.  

Biopower 

Foucault’s theory of biopower can be used in order to examine how power/knowledge is 

enacted as a form of control. Conceptualised by Foucault in response to classical liberal 

understandings of power, biopower is a technique of governmentality that serves as a control 

over human life. Biopower is not expressed through sovereign control or authoritative 

regimes, but is expressed and regulated within and by society (Foucault, 2008). Thus, the 
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concept of biopower is self-reproducing, ensuring individuals will internalise discourse 

within a particular space. In making sense of our own subjectivities, we are defined by and 

subject to that particular knowledge (Foucault, 1980b). Biopower is therefore useful in 

understanding how the state or institutions can reproduce social norms that function to 

control and legitimate individuals (Foucault, 1980b). These power relations determine what 

or who is valid, and repress those deemed invalid. Heteronormativity, explored as a 

contemporary form of biopower, reproduces hegemonic discourses of sexuality and gender 

through homophobia, collectively governing queerness. Importantly though, as previously 

mentioned, power is not always repressive and allows space for resistance. Many young 

people are actively objecting to and troubling heteronormative discourses and recognising 

that the limitations of normativity are not fixed. In some ways, it can be argued, and will be 

argued in this thesis, that the questioning of heteronormativity provides agency for young 

people (Robinson & Davies, 2008). Foucault viewed power as omnipresent through capillary 

or web-like structures in social institutions and practices. Within this web, all individuals 

have the ability to exercise power as “power reaches into every grain of individuals, touches 

their bodies and inserts itself into their actions and attitudes, their discourses, learning 

processes and everyday lives” (Foucault, 1980c, p. 39). Capillary power is useful in 

examining the ways in which queer youth use the power available to resist and reject 

normative discourses in schools. 

 Health education has been revealed as a “powerful site of disciplinary biopower” 

(McCuaig, 2007, p. 287), through which students are managed using techniques of 

power/knowledge. It is important to acknowledge that schools are not closed systems, 

therefore the discourse or governance of young people in relation to gender and sexuality are 

not entirely derived from the school. However, using Foucault’s understanding of a 

power/knowledge nexus, and the theory of biopower, allows an examination of how 
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discourses are reinforced and reproduced through policies, curriculum and practice in 

schools.  

Queer Theory 

Alongside poststructuralism, this thesis is also informed by queer theory, which is used as 

both theory and method. Queer theory emerged in the early 1990s as a critique of gay and 

lesbian studies, offering thought to destabilise constructions of identity and question 

normativity (Talburt & Rasmussen, 2010). The expansion of queer theory looked beyond the 

essentialist definitions provided by gay and lesbian studies, which maintained binaries of 

sexuality and gender in line with structuralist thinking. Queer theory draws from feminist 

theorists such as de Beauvoir (1972) who argued that gender is socially constructed, and 

poststructuralist theorists such as Foucault (1990) who argued that sexuality is socially 

constructed. 

 Queer theory offers the argument that there is no essential self and that people exist as 

subjects and objects of a social world. It relegates identity as something that is constructed 

through repetitive, performative actions, that are informed by imposing social constructions 

of gender and sexuality (Namaste, 1994). This is productive when, as in this research, 

discussing the fluidity of identity through subjectivity. The recognition of the individual 

subject, constructed through subjective experiences will be explored throughout this thesis, 

alongside the idea that gender and sexuality exist within discourse and are not defined by 

one’s body or attributes. It is important to note that queer theorists have been hesitant to 

define what queer theory fundamentally is and how it should be used in a research context 

(Talburt & Rasmussen, 2010). This reluctance in defining queer theory is related to not 

wanting to limit or define its capabilities of producing knowledge and understanding 

phenomena (Robertson, 2018). Some scholars have raised concerns about the deconstruction 
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of identity categories through queer theory and the use of the term queer, suggesting that the 

reclaimed term erases the lived experiences of lesbian and gay people (Bersani, 1995; Green, 

2002). It is important to note that queer theory is not simply a theory of deconstruction or 

destruction. Instead, it ultimately seeks to critique and question binaries and essentialist 

thought to understand oppression.  

 Queer theory questions authority, situating itself as a challenge to normativity and 

taken-for-granted ideas such as heteronormativity (Taylor, 2018). It seeks to uncover how 

heteronormativity is endemic in knowledge and understanding, offering alternate ways of 

knowing that render queer visible. In this research, queer theory offers a frame that can 

interrogate and challenge education institutions and pedagogy, challenging both history and 

future using the theories of Judith Butler, including the heterosexual matrix and 

performativity. 

Heterosexual matrix 

Butler (1990) argues that gender is constructed through a heterosexual matrix, or a model of 

gender intelligibility that assumes a stable sex and gender defined by heterosexuality.  

I use the term heterosexual matrix… to designate that grid of cultural intelligibility 

through which bodies, genders, and desires are naturalized… to characterize a 

hegemonic discursive/epistemic model of gender intelligibility that assumes that for 

bodies to cohere and make sense there must be a stable sex expressed through a stable 

gender (masculine expresses male, feminine expresses female) that is oppositionally 

and hierarchically defined through the compulsory practice of heterosexuality (Butler, 

1990, p. 208). 

The heterosexual matrix operates as an ‘imaginary logic’ that defines everyone and 

everything as heterosexual until proved differently (Butler, 1993). Thinking outside, or in-
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between these liminal understandings allows for thought that may provoke or provide 

potentials for social change (Youdell, 2005). Renold (2006) describes heterosexuality as an 

invisible and taken-for-granted norm. It is rendered invisible through its naturalisation and 

consequently heterosexuality is rarely acknowledged as a sexuality. Instead, the term 

sexuality is often used to signify queer or non-straight sexualities. These assumptions 

contribute to the institutionalisation of heterosexuality and work to ‘other’ non-normative, or 

unintelligible sexualities and genders through the heterosexual matrix. Discourses of 

homophobia and transphobia maintain the matrix through violent hierarchies (Derrida, 1981) 

of masculinity/femininity and heterosexuality/homosexuality, which relegate sexuality and 

gender as binary concepts, whereby one is always privileged over the other.  

 As schools both explicitly and implicitly inscribe normative discourses through their 

practices and policies, they provide space for the production and reproduction of compulsory 

heterosexuality (Rich, 1980) through the heterosexual matrix. While the matrix is not 

totalising, its institutional power in society polices and others those who subvert 

heterosexuality. Participants in this research often found themselves constrained within the 

heterosexual matrix, restricting the potentials of their own subjectivities through 

performativity.  

Performativity 

The concept of performativity is used by Butler to argue that identity, and therefore gender, is 

not a fixed attribute of individuals. Instead, Butler considers gender to be a performance, 

from which identities are produced through repeated and stylised acts that are distinctly 

recognisable. The performative nature of gender can disrupt the heterosexual matrix (Jones, 

2018), as it reveals that gender is neither stable nor coherent. Butler (1993) describes how 

“gender is performative insofar as it is the effect of a regulatory regime of gender differences 
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in which genders are divided and hierarchized under constraint” (p. 21). In education, schools 

function to constrain and naturalise gender and sexuality through the constructive repetition 

of what is normal and what is taboo. This is enacted through school policy (such as gendered 

uniform requirements), curriculum (such as the absence of diversity in teaching) and through 

practices (such as grouping students into categories of binary gender). Performatives may 

also be enacted through silence, through what is unspoken, or through what is not done 

(Youdell, 2005, 2006). One must continually cite or repeat the rules of a discourse if they 

wish to remain intelligible as a subject and these performatives need to be recognisable 

within discourses in order to work (Butler, 1990), which constrains the nature or limitations 

of what it is to be a subject. Students are expected to repeat these norms, re-enacting the 

practices that ultimately constitute identity. Butler (1990) points out that it is this expected 

practice of repetition that allows space for resistance, subversion and displacement of 

normative discourse, subverting normative ideals of gender and sexuality. The language used 

to construct categories of gender and sexuality are therefore not stable and often go through 

shifts that allow new discourse to be founded, such as emerging sexuality labels (Butler, 

1990, 1993). Performativity seeks to demonstrate how gender is reproduced through social 

relations by uncovering how gender and its performance reproduce the normative as ideal. 

Thus, conceptualising gender as relational rather than immutable (Butler, 1990). McDonald 

(2016) argues that queer individuals can never be completely ‘out’ about their identity, or 

constantly performing queerness. Instead, the performativity of non-normative subjectivities 

is transient and temporal and enacted only through moments of action or discourse. The 

notions of coming out and doing gender are discussed further in Chapter 4, drawing from the 

aforementioned theories of Butler.  
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A queer poststructuralist theoretical framework 

Within poststructuralism, the way we speak, how we choose to label and what we imply all 

constitute what is legitimate and thus what is powerful. The language we use and the 

discourses we imply or support therefore become useful pointers in tracing the workings of 

power in our own practice and experience (Fook & Gardner, 2007). This thesis will use the 

terms subjectivity and identity to refer to the fluid understandings young people have of their 

gender and sexuality. For poststructuralists, meaning is never fixed or stable. Instead, they are 

contextually determined within the time and space they are located. Thus, when the context 

changes, so does the meaning. The meaning determined in this thesis is the culmination of 

my own experience and the experiences of 4 young people as participants. While we all grew 

up in Aotearoa and identify with non-heterosexual identities, we all understand our queerness 

differently due to our subjective experiences being located in different spaces and places. 

Therefore, thinking in line with Taylor (2018) and queer poststructuralism, this research is 

partial (in that it is incomplete of all contexts and reflective of personal experiences), 

contingent (in that it is conditional on the circumstances under which it is written and read) 

and contestable (in that there is no definitive answer). 

Conclusion 

This chapter has explored the poststructuralist and queer theories, which provide the concepts 

and language necessary for discussion. As outlined in Chapter one, this research is concerned 

with understanding queer students experiences of sexuality education and identity through 

subjectivity. Looking at individual subjective experiences through a poststructuralist 

paradigm allows for an examination of how social structures shape the experience and 

understanding of identity through subjectivity and the ways identity is responded to by the 

self and others. In addition, queer theory looks to how gender and sexuality are performed 
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and understood through the heterosexual matrix and performativity. The next chapter will 

outline the methodologies that underpin this research, linking to and drawing from queer 

theory.  
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Chapter 4: Methodology  

Introduction 

This chapter provides an overview of the research question and outlines the methods of the 

study. Firstly, the chapter will detail the participant recruitment process, discussing ethics and 

any concerns that were encountered during the beginning stages of this research, before 

introducing the participants and interview process. The chapter will then look to elements of 

the qualitative research process including data analysis, transcription and thematic analysis. 

Finally, the chapter will outline how reflexivity is used throughout this research and discuss 

what it means to be a queer researcher researching queer issues. 

 My initial research interest was to broadly understand the experiences of queer youth 

in the sexuality education classroom. As I began my research, the topic moved toward 

understanding how queer students conceptualised their own understanding of sexual or 

gender identity in relation to what they were taught, or not taught, in sexuality education. 

Thus, the primary goal of the research seeks to understand how queer students see themselves 

as visible or invisible in sexuality education, and if (in)visibility has any implication on how 

they understand or construct subjectivities. The research aims to highlight lived experiences 

through narrative, underpinned by queer theory.  

Recruitment 

I recruited participants through two main channels. The first was through the University of 

Auckland, placing flyers around campus and by asking rainbow faculty group leaders to 

distribute the flyers to their networks. The second was through Rainbow Youth Facebook 

pages, after asking permission to post about my research in their social media groups. 

Initially, the criteria to participate in this research was narrow as I sought to speak to young 
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people who had studied health education at a senior level in secondary school, specifically in 

years 11-13. The criteria was looking for young people aged 16 to 19 years old, who 

identified as queer, LGBTQ+ or Takatāpui8, and who had studied NCEA Health Education. I 

used these broad identifiers (queer, LGBTQ+ and Takatāpui) on recruitment flyers in an 

attempt to make clear that all non-heterosexual and gender diverse participants were welcome 

regardless of the specific terminology they use to describe their identity, provided that they 

also meet the other criteria. 

 I soon realised that the need to have studied NCEA or senior health education was 

constricting my ability to find participants. I removed the need to have studied health in the 

senior years (year 11-13) and instead sought to find participants who were willing to talk 

about their experience of any sexuality education they received in secondary school. After 

this, eight participants contacted me, expressing their interest in conversing about their own 

sexuality education experiences. From there, I was able to provide participant information 

sheets, consent forms, and answer any questions they had about the nature of the research. Of 

the eight people I had contact with I interviewed four. This was due to the ongoing impacts of 

Covid-19 and participant withdrawal. Undertaking research with minority participants, in this 

case queer youth, is a sensitive field (Compton, 2018). For many young people, speaking 

openly about their sexuality, identity and personal experiences can evoke notions of 

vulnerability and shame (Taylor & Dwyer, 2016). Societal attitudes are inconsistently 

accepting of sexuality and gender diversity (as discussed in Chapter 2). This complicates the 

 

 

8 Takatāpui is a term that “embraces all Māori with diverse genders, sexualities and sex characteristics” 
(Kerekere, 2015). 
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recruitment of participants, where some may be afraid of being outed9 or having their identity 

shared wider than they are comfortable with.  

Information power 

Data saturation is a term often used to determine the sample size necessary for research, 

whereby saturation occurs when the data collected reaches a point that is no longer 

contributing to research outcomes (Braun & Clarke, 2021a). Although often necessary for 

some research outcomes, saturation fields a positivist understanding of experience for 

qualitative research. Malterud et al. (2016) propose using the term ‘information power’ rather 

than data saturation, which looks to the quality of the data collected. Information power 

suggests that the more relevant information collected in a data sample, the lower the number 

of participants necessary (Malterud et al., 2016). Understanding the influences of information 

power can help to determine an appropriate sample size for research. The aim of the study, 

specificity of participant characteristics and quality of interview dialogue are three key points 

Malterud et al. (2016) suggest that influence the potential of information power. Following 

the concept of information power, the narrow focus of the study on sexuality education in 

Aotearoa secondary schools, the specific participant characteristics of queer youth aged 16-19 

who attended school in Aotearoa and the rich dialogue and experiences of participants 

gathered through interviews have all contributed to the outcomes of this research, regardless 

of the number of participants, or how many participants were interviewed.  

 

 

9 The act of disclosing one’s sexuality or gender identity, without that person’s consent. 
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Ethics 

Ethics is often misconceived as existing only throughout data collection, although it is an 

integral part of the whole research process. Ethics approval to undertake this research was 

granted from the University of Auckland Human Participants Ethics Committee (UAHPEC) 

prior to beginning. I firstly considered interviewing secondary school students in years 10-11 

as these students would have current and relevant knowledge of what is being taught in 

sexuality education today. However, the University of Auckland Human Participants Ethics 

Committee (UAHPEC) requires the consent of a parent or guardian for any participants under 

16 years of age. For some young people, this would have created a situation where they may 

have had to come out to their parents in order to participate (Connell, 2018). Subsequently, 

the proposed age range was 16-19 to ensure there were no ethical issues in participating, 

participants would not have to come out to a guardian, and that the data collected was recent.  

 Participants were provided with a participant information sheet and were required to 

sign a consent form prior to the interview. Each participant had the opportunity to choose 

their own pseudonym and were informed of their confidentiality. Additionally, participants 

were reminded that their participation was voluntary and that they could withdraw from the 

research at any point, until transcripts were reviewed and finalised. 

Participants 

All four participants had different personal and educational backgrounds. Each studied health 

as a mandatory school subject, rather than as an elective. Our discussions focused mostly on 

the content and context of health education in years nine and ten (around age 13-14), as this is 

the highest level of sexuality education secondary schools are expected to include in their 

health education curriculum, as students are not required to study health education after year 

10 and it becomes an elective subject for most schools. All names mentioned are pseudonyms 
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and all identifying information is written using the participants’ own words, including 

information about ethnicity, gender and sexuality. The four participants are introduced below. 

Lucy 

Lucy (she/her)10 is 18, South African and in her first year of university. She is asexual and 

also uses the term queer to describe her identity. Lucy attended a Junior College where she 

studied health education from year 7-10 before moving to the Senior College and studying 

health in year 11. Lucy articulates her understanding of her own queerness with eloquence, 

much of which she learnt from the internet and social media. She grew up in a religious 

family and was reluctant to ‘come out’ to her parents. However, when she did come out her 

family were accepting of her sexuality and were eager to learn how they could support her.  

Maya 

Maya (she/her) is a queer, 18 year-old New Zealand European11 student in her first year of 

university. She attended a religious all-girls school outside of Auckland and studied health 

education each year from year 9 to 13, as required by her school. Although Maya’s school 

was religious, she clearly stated that she was not. This meant that often time Maya had views 

that did not align with the values of the school or her peers.  

 

 

10 The pronouns of each participant are listed after their name and are used throughout this thesis.  

11 This thesis uses the term pākehā to describe non-Māori ethnicities in Aotearoa, although the participants own 
words and description of identity are used in their introductions.  
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Len 

Len (he/him) is 19 years old, Pākehā, and a second-year university student. He is a 

transgender, pansexual male, although also uses the term gay to refer to his sexuality in some 

contexts. Len also uses the term queer to describe his identity, as an all-encompassing term 

that accounts for both sexuality and gender diversity without having to go into details. Len 

firstly attended an all-girls school before moving to a co-educational school in year 10, 

mentioning that being transgender was not a reason for the change in school. 

Grace 

Grace (she/her) is an 18 year old, queer, first-year university student. She is Chinese and New 

Zealand European and attended a public secondary school in central Auckland. Grace 

mentioned that she is not publicly ‘out’ to many friends and family, however she does 

disclose her identity to some people when she is comfortable and acceptance is assured.  

Interviews 

Interviews are more than an information gathering process, transforming information into 

shared experience through practice (Denzin, 2001). Queer interviewing requires a queer 

vulnerability (Meadow, 2018) that embraces multiplicity, misalignments and silences 

(Ghaziani & Brim, 2019). Meadow (2018) describes how queer vulnerability in research 

“requires unlearning some of the reflexive habits we pick up in our training, and allowing our 

sexual and gender subjectivities to be queerly messy, unruly, and difficult to affix” (p. 156). 

Working with the thoughts of Meadow (2018) alongside Ghaziani and Brim (2019), queer 

research, or more specifically queer interviewing, needs to be open to change and 

transformation and aware of the messiness or discomfort of queerness. 
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 Connell (2018) questions the necessity of in-depth interviewing for queer research, 

and proposes a need to reflect on the issues of queer discomfort that may arise. Historically, 

‘homosexual research’ was used to study a population that was criminalised and pathologized 

(Kong et al., 2003). This research relied on forms of positivism to obtain objective accounts 

of the nature of homosexuality (Kong et al., 2003). Traditionally, interviews dehumanised 

queer individuals, with researchers clouded by hegemonic social norms. The role of queer 

interviewing has changed significantly from research for aetiologic and pathologic intentions, 

to a practice that is reflective and reflexive. However, there are still issues that arise when 

interviewing queer participants. I carried with me a list of questions divided between five key 

topics: personal background, knowledge, space, curriculum and identity. While covering 

these five topics was essential in gathering the information I was after, I quickly found there 

were often no definitive lines between them as many answers encapsulated more than one 

topic. Conversations often strayed away from the key topics, which was important for 

research that seeks to understand lived experiences. Each participant reflected on their time in 

secondary school differently, speaking through personal experiences and the experiences of 

others. During the interviews I recognised how silence can be used as a tool (Ghaziani & 

Brim, 2019; Quinlivan, 2013). Becoming comfortable with silence was awkward, however, I 

found that it often provided a brief moment of relief and a chance to recollect. More often 

than not, silence allowed the participants to reflect on what they said and proceed with further 

recollection or storytelling. In this, silence was used as a method of prompting participants to 

deeper engage with life experiences. Silence did not always indicate that there was nothing to 

be said, instead it drew attention to the vulnerability and discomfort of human experience. 

Queer theory uses discomfort as a tool to productively challenge societal norms and evoke 

social change (Connell, 2018). The queer existence is political; our lives and rights are 

consistently debated in policy and practice. Utilising discomfort to question normative 
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structures in the interviews allowed both myself and participants to reflect on and 

acknowledge how heteronormativity thrives in school cultures. 

Data analysis 

The term analysis seeks to break data into parts, often resulting in a loss of phenomenon 

meaning. This research considers analysis as a systematic procedure, one which is used to 

identify essential features (Coffey & Atkinson, 1996) while keeping the context of the whole 

phenomenon or experience. The data gathered from interviews was firstly reviewed for ‘units 

of meaning’ (Giorgi, 1997). These units of meaning were then clustered into themes and 

reviewed for essences of meaning (Giorgi, 1997), using reflexive thematic analysis (Braun & 

Clarke, 2021b). Reflexivity in research involves constantly moving backward and forwards 

between the data, coded extracts and the analysis that is being produced (Braun & Clarke, 

2020). Therefore, the interview transcripts were reviewed and analysed manually. The true 

meaning of phenomena cannot be analysed by computer software as there is no algorithmic 

process that will perceive the essence that is necessary for understanding queer lived 

experiences.  

Transcription 

Transcription can be described as a ‘powerful act of representation’ (Oliver et al., 2005). The 

approach I used in transcription was one of denaturalization, where non-verbal noise such as 

pauses, laughter, and moments of ponderance were excluded from the final transcription. The 

interviews were informal in nature and, at times, invoked laughter, sighs and murmurs of 

agreement from participants. While I recognise that these utterances can carry a depth of 

expression that is beyond words (Cameron, 2001), I decided that including these may distract 

heavily from the spoken words. For Oliver et al. (2005), denaturalised transcription best 

understands personal interpretations of social phenomena because “the focus is less how one 
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communicates perceptions, but the perceptions themselves” (p. 6). The final transcripts focus 

attention toward the substance of the interview, which is the intentional verbal meaning 

created through conversation.  

 Participants were sent their transcript after the interview to review and make any 

changes necessary. Upon receiving the revised transcripts from participants, I noticed that 

Lucy and Maya had significantly edited their transcripts, in some cases deleting whole 

chunks of text. I followed up with both participants about this, stating my curiosity as to their 

reasoning for the editing while reiterating to them that it was absolutely okay that they had 

made those edits. I received differing answers from both participants. Maya mentioned that 

she had removed parts of the conversation that anonymously mentioned other people or her 

class as she thought they “would not have said that if they were in the interview themselves.” 

After reading over her transcript Lucy realised that “there were certain words or ideas that I 

mentioned that weren’t very relevant or disrupted the flow of my idea.” Lucy further 

discussed how she edited parts of the transcript to make the ideas she felt were most 

important more coherent and easier to understand. What was interesting to me was that both 

participants mentioned editing their transcripts for the comfort of other people. Lucy edited 

hers to make it easier for others to understand and Maya edited hers to ensure nothing she 

said was privileged by others in her class or school. The thing about growing up queer is that 

you quickly learn how to move around in the world, in a way that maintains your own safety 

and the comfort of others (Meyer, 2010; Sadowski, 2020). This includes actions such as 

coming out, choices of self-expression, and language. For narrative inquiry, the lived 

experiences of participants is vital to understanding and conceptualising phenomena. There 

are many important stories participants told me outside of the transcripts, but for issues of 

anonymity and safety, they are not included. The exclusion of stories and voices is important 

and relates to a conceptual idea of this research that draws from Muñoz (2009). the idea of 
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hope. The hope that one day young people will hold no fear or shame around the queer stories 

they tell, and that all stories of pain and pleasure can be told for all to hear. In the ideal 

qualitative study, real voices would be expressed through naturalised words in transcription, 

reflecting the experiences and troubles queer students face in sexuality education. However, 

this is a space queer people are not yet ready to embody with comfort and without fear 

(Riches, 2014; Sadowski, 2020; Ullman, 2021). 

Thematic analysis 

Guided by queer theory, I used Braun and Clarke’s (2021b) reflexive thematic analysis to 

make sense of the empirical data. Braun et al. (2018) describe thematic analysis (TA) as a 

qualitative method useful for capturing patterns or themes within data. Thematic analysis is 

not fixed to a particular ontological or epistemological perspective; rather it provides 

theoretical flexibility valuable for qualitative inquiry. The aim of thematic analysis is for the 

researcher to provide a coherent interpretation of the data that is informed by the researcher’s 

own culturally and socially informed knowledge, providing a space where lived experience is 

valued as an epistemology (Braun & Clarke, 2020) and rendering focus on reliability and bias 

avoidance, meaningless. 

There are a variety of approaches to thematic analysis, each with their own 

methodological approach and analytical procedures. As a result of the diversity of TA, most 

approaches are incompatible with each other and clash methodologically (Braun et al., 2018). 

This thesis will work only with Braun and Clarke’s reflexive thematic analysis which 

conceptualises themes as meaning-based patterns and also as the output of coding. Reflexive 

TA is a methodology often used in social justice research with marginalised groups due to its 

subjective and political approach to research (Braun et al., 2018). Themes are constructed 

from the data by the researcher and are informed by the researcher’s background and 



 
45 

knowledge (Braun & Clarke, 2021b). A researcher brings their own experience of meaning to 

the process of analysis, and the researcher cannot separate themselves from the process of 

analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2020).  

Reflexivity 

While this research does not focus on my experience alone, using queer theory and reflexive 

thematic analysis allows for a recognition and reflection of my background and queerness. 

This embodied approach allowed me to connect with participants, data and analysis in a 

manner informed by queer lived experience.  

Pascoe (2018) proposes that for a queer social science method, we must embrace 

failure. The idea of embracing failure is drawn from Jack Halberstam’s Queer Art of Failure 

(Halberstam, 2011), in which they suggest ‘failing is something queers do and have always 

done exceptionally well’ (p. 3). While conducting ethnographic research, Pascoe (2012) 

realised that failure is not necessarily always negative, something Halberstam has known for 

some time. Realising that failure is not an individual experience, but a shared experience (or a 

queer experience), allows for a different kind productivity (Pascoe, 2018). This thesis is the 

result of multiple failures, methodological and otherwise. In some ways I am failing to stand 

in line and reproduce normative understandings of gender and sexuality by troubling 

heteronormativity. Understanding how failure operates in a system of power and privilege 

allows for possibilities of reflexive engagement. By looking at instances of failure not as 

disenfranchising, but as an opportunity to further disrupt, interrogate and uncover, situates an 

uncomfortable reflexivity (Pillow, 2003) in research practice.  
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Researching as an inside-outsider 

“Holding membership in a group does not denote complete sameness within that 

group. Likewise, not being a member of a group does not denote absolute difference” 

(Dwyer & Buckle, 2009, p. 60). 

Beginning the research, I considered myself an insider researcher. That is, someone who 

belongs to the group they are researching based on characteristics such as sexuality and 

gender (Hayfield & Huxley, 2015). It has been suggested that insiders have more 

understanding of their participants lives and are better able to represent their voices through 

research than outsiders (Hayfield & Huxley, 2015) and that participants may be more 

comfortable sharing their experiences (Dwyer & Buckle, 2009; Hayfield & Huxley, 2015). 

However, commonalities do not guarantee complete understanding and there is potential for 

an insider to overlook relevant or taken-for-granted data. 

 Dwyer and Buckle (2009) propose a rejection of binary understandings of identity 

construction in a move away from the dichotomous idea of insider or outsider. Using the term 

‘insider-outsider research’, the hyphen exists to construct a researcher who is neither inside 

nor outside the group they are researching. Instead, the researcher exists in a third space 

described as “a space between, a space of paradox, ambiguity and ambivalence” (Dwyer & 

Buckle, 2009, p. 60). Some researchers may be closer to the inside or outside than others due 

to their individual marginalities, although the researchers perspective will always be shaped 

by something different to the participants. Because of this many, if not all, researchers may 

only ever be able to occupy the space in-between (Dwyer & Buckle, 2009). 

 Using Dwyer and Buckle’s (2009) interpretation of insider-outsider research not from 

a dichotomous perspective but from an understanding of the space in-between, I reflect on 

my own positionality. As a queer person engaging with queer participants I found relations to 
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the stories that emerged during the interview process, but I also found difference. While the 

participants and I are all queer youth in Aotearoa, we all grew up in different spaces, cultures 

and social contexts, providing us each with a diverse background. It is epistemologically 

problematic to assume that a particular identity constitutes a specific knowledge and way of 

viewing the world (Allen, 2010). The queer experience is more than a generalisable collective 

or community. Instead, rich liminal spaces exist in between and in some queer spaces, I am 

an outsider. This is what May and Fitzpatrick (2019) argue as “we are all, at times, included 

and excluded in different social contexts” (p. 12). My own perceptions of gender and 

sexuality will not be the same as another’s due to differing social contexts, but the 

multiplicity of experience does not discount any singular understanding. Instead, it allows for 

a diverse interpretation of what identity constitutes and how it is formed. Each participant had 

their own conceptual idea of gender and sexuality pertaining to their own understanding and 

subjective experience. While there were overlaps in stories and discussions, each came from 

a different place of being and doing. 

Conclusion 

In this chapter I have provided an overview of the qualitative approach used to understand the 

experiences of young people and their sexuality education. In addition, ethical considerations 

such as consent and confidentiality were discussed, alongside reflexivity and the implications 

of researching as an inside-outsider. An overview of the four participants was given prior to 

describing the research methods and methods of analysis. The following chapters will present 

key findings from this research, using the analysis described in this chapter and working with 

the theory presented in Chapter three.  
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Chapter 5: Queer youth and subjectivity 

Introduction 

This chapter draws from the experiences of four young people – Lucy, Maya, Len and Grace 

– who all attended secondary school in Aotearoa and all had varying experiences of sexuality 

education. Each participant studied sexuality education as a topic in health and physical 

education in years nine and ten. Their narratives, gathered via participant interviews, are used 

to outline what it means to be queer in secondary school, exploring themes of identity and 

belonging. The lived experiences of young people are central to this chapter, as is the 

understanding of queer subjectivity as fluid. The following will discuss queer youth fluidity, 

labels and coming out/in, looking to how queer youth navigate and construct subjectivity in 

school environments using queer poststructuralist theory.  

Queer fluidity 

Following Butler (1990) and Sedgwick’s (1990) notions of gender fluidity and 

performativity, queerness refers to an understanding that goes beyond binaries as a challenge 

to hegemonic gender and sexuality. Queer theorists “seek to destabilize fixed notions of 

identity, by exposing their fluidity, malleability and contingency upon performative acts" 

(McDonald, 2016, p. 393). Queerness recognises that gender is not a fixed or immutable 

characteristic, rather it is something that is produced and consistently reproduced through 

social relations and power (Butler, 1990). Queer youth are increasingly rejecting binary 

understandings of gender and sexuality, using fluid labels to describe their identity 

(Robertson, 2018). 

 I began each interview talking about my own journey with identity, mentioning 

pronouns and sexuality. While the research does not centre on my story, background or 



 
49 

experience, providing context was important in order to situate myself within the research. As 

a queer researcher looking at an issue pertinent to queer young people, it was important that I 

was open about my subjectivities in order to establish a level of trust and understanding. 

From there, I asked participants to speak about their own subjectivities. Most participants 

spoke openly and confidently about how they identified and the labels they use, some 

mentioned how these had changed or become more stable or fluid over time. Grace, however, 

spoke about her sexuality with a sense of perplexity, stating that “I identify as just generically 

queer because I’m like, labels are hard. I don’t really know.” For some, identity labels are 

helpful in understanding their sexuality or gender and can provide a kind of relatability to 

others who identify similarly. Although for others, limiting identity into a specific definition 

can be restrictive. For Grace, the use of the term ‘queer’ provides the possibility of a non-

normative identity that is not fixed in any strict categorical sense. Naming an identity is not a 

straightforward process, and it is not something that needs to occur in any particular time or 

place (Orne, 2013). Many people will go through several labels or identities to find one that 

fits, and some may never find one that fits.  

Labelling identity 

Each participant used queer as a broad label for their gender and sexuality, with some opting 

to further refine their identity using terms such as asexual, transgender or pansexual. Len uses 

a combination of terms to describe his identity: 

 I’m trans. I guess, queer is good because it kind of just is uncomplicated. In terms of 

sexuality I do say I’m gay, but technically I’m pan[sexual]. But it’s kind of 

complicated, like it’s not just as simple as that. 

The use of queer as a label of identity allows for individual interpretation, flexibility and 

fluidity, and is increasingly being used by young people who object to putting themselves 
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into a box or using traditional labels of sexuality and gender that are restrictive (Jones, 2018). 

Maya similarly discussed an understanding that disputed traditional notions of identity 

mentioning “I just say queer because it’s like, broader. I mean, you don’t have to limit it so 

why would you? You know?” Research has begun to highlight how the descriptor ‘queer’ is 

being used increasingly amongst young people (Cover, 2018; Grant & Nash, 2020) whilst 

older generations tend to use more specific descriptors such as gay, lesbian and bisexual to 

recognise and respond to different identities (Jones, 2018). This is arguably a consequence of 

the history of queerness, and the negative connotations that were previously associated with 

the term (Robertson, 2018). The increase in young people using the term queer to describe 

their sexuality is important to recognise and understand in terms of fluidity. There is no 

longer a need to place individuals in boxes with a specific label; instead there is an increasing 

awareness of the fluidity of identity. While many young people do not feel obliged under 

compulsory heterosexuality, it still has a presence in society through its institutionalisation, 

rendering it unavoidable in particular social and cultural contexts (Robertson, 2018). Lucy 

spoke about a kind of realisation, recognising she was not limited to a particular sexuality: 

I love the fact that in 10 years I could decide that asexuality doesn’t really fit me 

anymore but pansexual does. I just love the fact that I am not boxed in anymore. I’m 

kind of free to just do whatever with my identity now.  

Lucy’s rejection of the concrete nature of labels and move to embrace fluidity allowed her a 

kind of freedom to understand her subjectivity outside of heteronormativity. There is a 

demand for queer individuals to signal their queerness in intelligible ways, without a 

consideration of who creates or defines intelligibility (Butler, 1990). The heterosexual matrix 

outlines an imaginary logic that relegates heterosexuality as the norm through the 

institutionalisation of power (Butler, 1990). Questioning the function of the matrix and 

thinking outside of its limitations, allows space to consider new possibilities and provide 
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potential for change. Lucy’s understanding of sexuality is a subversive act, resisting and 

rejecting the expectations or performance of the matrix. Specifically, her understanding of 

how she is ‘not boxed in anymore’ holds immense power and speaks to the ways she had felt 

restricted before understanding her sexuality. Lucy also spoke about a kind of freedom she 

experienced since rejecting heterosexuality and finding new labels to appropriately describe 

her identity: 

I was like, oh my gosh, like, I don’t have to be stuck in this label. I think with being 

straight, you’re kind of forced into this label. And then you kind of get into the queer 

community, and you’re like, what the hell I can do whatever I want. And no one cares 

you know? 

Recognising that she was no longer fixed to a certain identity and realising the power she had 

to construct her own identity expression, Lucy transgressed normative expectations of 

compulsory heterosexuality. Compulsory heterosexuality refers to a social system that 

legitimatises heterosexuality as the only ‘natural’ sexual orientation (Schippers, 2016), 

whereby heterosexuality is “both forcibly and subliminally imposed” (Rich, 1980, p. 653). 

Lucy spoke about assumptions and how individuals are considered heterosexual until they 

prove otherwise by publicly coming out. Aside from the exceptions of those who perform 

their sexuality (Butler, 1990), hegemonic understandings of identity relegate heterosexuality 

as the norm with alternative practices viewed as ‘other’ (Hockey et al., 2007). 

As participants discussed the fluidity of their identities, some made a point to mention 

that the labels they used were appropriate at the time of the interview, but that they may 

change at a point in the future. Len spoke about his journey through different labels and 

pronouns, as he came to be comfortable with his gender: 



 
52 

I mean, I’ve been through quite a few labels. I did consider myself non-binary for a 

while. I think that was just because I was kind of scared of saying I was trans. I tried 

different pronouns, you know, tried different combinations, used they pronouns for 

quite a while, but definitely happy as a trans guy.  

Participants like Len articulated the nature of their own sexuality and/or gender fluidity and 

recognised the autonomy they had over this. Queerness defies binary or fixed categories, and 

in both social performance and lived identities, interrupts convention and expectations 

(Muñoz, 2009). For Fook and Gardner (2007) the binary is how we conceptualise difference, 

making it an important concept for understanding identity. Conceptualising identity using 

binary logic privileges one binary category, while attributing inferiority to the other. Thinking 

about queer identity in this way will consistently relegate precedence to heterosexual 

identities, while othering the non-normative that does not conform to heterosexuality or 

cisgenderism. 

Identity in the line of fire 

Len recognised queer as a term that is uncomplicated in contrast to other labels, in that it has 

the ability to be encompassing of multiple identities. Understanding sexuality and gender 

identity is an inherently personal experience and having to describe or lay down your identity 

for others to understand can become tiresome (Orne, 2013). For Len, who is transgender, his 

identity is complicated by the preconceptions of others relating to sexuality and gender. Orne 

(2013) defines situations which require someone to disclose or discuss their identity as ‘being 

in the line of fire’, describing it as a situation where one may “feel that they will be called to 

account for their identity, are questioned, are not fully accepted, are ‘tolerated,’ feel ‘socially 

awkward,’ or feel they are being stereotyped” (Orne, 2013, p. 240). According to Orne, there 

are three responses to managing identity in the line of fire; taking the bullet, deflecting the 
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bullet and dodging the bullet. These responses were conceptualised from in-depth interviews 

with queer young adults focusing on their stories of coming out and used to describe the ways 

in which people navigate their own subjectivity. One of these responses, ‘deflecting the 

bullet’, is used by Len when he shapes his identity label to the situation. In this, individuals 

use a label they believe will be more accepted, rather than the label they identify with: 

“People with extensive experience with queer communities and cultures might under- 

stand the ‘alphabet soup’ of these terms: LGBTQQITAPA12, etc. However, these 

letters and labels might not have the same usefulness for less knowledgeable 

audiences” (Orne, 2013, p. 244). 

What Orne (2013) refers to as ‘alphabet soup’ is an extended acronym of some of the many 

key sexuality and gender diverse identities. While queer is included in the abbreviation, queer 

can also be used to describe all of the above, encompassing all identities that do not fit into 

cisgender-heterosexual. Len specifically uses ‘gay’ to cover his pansexual identity. The term 

gay and its connotations are widely understood by multiple generations, whereas the term 

pansexual is not (Robertson, 2018). In masking pansexual with gay, Len is expressing fluidity 

through the use of various terms. Using different terms in different situations also ensures 

that Len can would not need to explain or unpack his identity to someone who may not be 

familiar with the term pansexual. This use of shifting identity labels poses a challenge to the 

heterosexual matrix, which supposes a fixed, binary understanding of gender and sexuality. 

As Len’s understanding of identity changed, so too did his pronouns and sexuality. While 

 

 

12 Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, Queer, Questioning, Intersex, Two-Spirit, Asexual, Pansexual, Ally. 
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Len is comfortable in his current identity, he rejects the idea that it is a stable fixed identity, 

something learnt from his lived queer experience. Recognising the term queer as 

uncomplicated allows a way of describing his identity to others, without unravelling the key 

details. In a study of queer young women in rural Tasmania; Grant and Nash (2020) found for 

many young people, using a diverse identity label was important for self-acceptance and 

belonging. For their participants, “claiming a label is an ‘empowered’ choice, allowing rural 

young women to be reflexive and to articulate their identity and experiences ‘in as little 

words as possible’, rather than being unintelligible and silent” (Grant & Nash, 2020, p. 600). 

The notion here of becoming intelligible by using identity labels provides a sense of 

ontological security and a way of articulating subjectivity and experience to others.  

Rejecting and disrupting labels 

Lucy discussed the idea of rejecting labels altogether, something that she had talked about 

with her friends: 

My friends and I always said that you never have to put this label on yourself, and if 

you don’t want to label yourself as straight or gay then you don’t have to. And I think 

that’s kind of hard for some people to understand, especially the older generations. 

They’re very… ‘you need a label’…’you need to identify’, but a lot of people like… 

but… we don’t know how to identify ourselves. 

Many young people object to labelling their sexual or gender identity, instead seeing 

sexuality as more fluid than what is permitted by heteronormativity or cisnormativity. Lucy 

recognises two fields of resistance, firstly, rejecting heteronormativity and secondly rejecting 

labels. This idea of rejection is discussed in the work of Adams et al. (2014): 

The rejection of labels… represents a challenge to the reliance on the salience of 

sexuality as an identity category, or at least that it need not be a defining characteristic 
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in identity. A context for understanding this position (and the resistance) is provided 

by a consideration of heteronormative assumptions of society where, for example, it 

would be seen as unacceptable and transgressive for people to be constantly labelled 

as straight. The resistance described is therefore simultaneously apolitical and 

speaking to a social change agenda (p. 462). 

Lucy recognised how some opt to use identity labels simply to satisfy the expectations of 

others, particularly older generations who use fixed terms of identity, while also recognising 

the possibility of resistance. The use of fluid labels renders subjectivities as unintelligible, 

complicating societal understandings of identity (Butler, 1990). Importantly, as Lucy has 

mentioned, it is possible to not identify oneself sexually, while still embracing sexuality. 

McGlashan and Fitzpatrick (2018) highlight how the shifting of sexuality and gender 

identities troubles the heterosexual matrix by exposing heteronormative and binary 

understandings through the use of pronouns and performance of gender. Similarly, through 

the rejection of identity labels, subjectivities are rendered unintelligible, deconstructing 

identity into a fluid and shifting subjectivity that transgresses the boundaries between queer 

and straight.  

Grant and Nash (2020) argue that a desire to reject identity labels is a product of 

homonormativity, a concept that refers to a social and political system that does not contest 

heteronormativity, but instead embraces and sustains it (Robertson, 2018). Thus, 

homonormativity is predicated on queer individuals assimilating and performing the norms 

and values of heterosexuality. Importantly though, the act of rejecting identity labels can also 

create the potential to consider new ways of thinking beyond homonormativity. Lucy’s desire 

to reject labels came from a position of uncertainty where she mentioned “I kind of use queer 

but if I’m more specifically speaking, asexual. So I don’t really know like my romantic 

attraction, but I do label as asexual for now, just, it’s easy.” The fluid use of the term queer is 
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capable of including a range of identities without deviating from its meaning, a position 

which Lucy chooses to embody. The term queer may represent “individuals who reject static 

labels and choose not to identify their sexuality in any way,” (Meyer, 2010, p. 52) 

demonstrating a move away from constricting identity politics to a fluid understanding of 

identity that is able to authentically represent experience. This is a thinking beyond 

homonormativity that seeks to refute binary definitions of sexuality that invalidate individual 

queerness (Muñoz, 1999). Lucy was able to differentiate between sexual and romantic 

orientations, concepts which are generally intertwined in hegemonic understandings of 

sexuality. Asexuality as a concept, challenges traditional and normative assumptions 

regarding sexuality (Jones, 2018), deconstructing the heterosexual matrix to present queer 

alternatives to heteronormative ways of being. Finding or constructing these alternative ways 

of being is complicated by societal understandings and the intelligibility of queerness. 

Coming out 

The colloquial term ‘coming out’ is traditionally used to describe the process of becoming 

aware of one’s sexual orientation or gender identity (Rasmussen, 2004) and sharing this 

awareness with others. In contrast, closeted or being ‘in the closet’ is used to refer to the 

experience of living without disclosing sexuality or gender identity. These neat definitions 

overlook the difficulties of being queer, particularly in public spaces such as schools 

(Rasmussen, 2004). While the process of coming out is viewed by some as an essential part 

of embodying a non-normative sexuality, there are many sexuality and gender diverse 

individuals who prefer to not publicly come out. Narratives relegate those who come out as 

fostering inclusivity and empowering themselves and others. They are often upheld as hero 

amongst queer communities, or a model queer. As a consequence of this, those who do not 



 
57 

come out are viewed as disempowered, ashamed or dishonest. This problematises narratives 

of coming out and views coming out as a binary process where one is either in or out.  

 There are pragmatic considerations to young people’s negotiations of the in/out binary 

including religious affiliations, financial support and cultural understandings (Rasmussen, 

2004). The idea of coming out is not a desired objective of all queer people, nor is it 

compulsory. Individual disclosures of identity are often complicated for young people by 

issues of power relating to age, family background, economic position (Rasmussen, 2004). 

Attending a faith-based school, Maya recognised complexities of religion and cultural norms 

that complicated her desire to come out:  

The teacher was like going around and having chats to people when she was like, oh, 

so do you girls think that like if someone was to come out as gay, like they’d be 

accepted in the school? And everyone was like, yeah, we don’t mind! But then when 

other people did, they were like, oh my god, gross. 

Maya spoke further about what she described to be a double standard toward acceptance that 

her peers held, mentioning that many students who positioned themselves as accepting 

“actually just didn’t have to be.” By Maya’s understanding, those students did not have to be 

accepting because they did not have any openly queer friends that they had to be tolerant of. 

Sexuality was not a topic that was openly discussed amongst Maya’s peers and the notion of 

coming out was seen in some ways as controversial in her school. This is a common 

occurrence for many young people, despite changing social and political climates that 

embrace diversity. Instead, many young people are rejecting traditional understandings of 

coming out, opting to publicly and privately consider their queerness in alternate ways.  
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Coming in 

The increasing public acceptance of queer identities has been complicated by 

homonormativity, which homogenizes and assumes queer experiences (Grant & Nash, 2020). 

Homonormativity refers to the assimilation of heteronormative ideals into queer culture and 

the failure of intersectional understanding (Duggan, 2002). Grant and Nash (2020) argue that 

homonormativity “encourages the de-emphasising of sexuality as a core identity, which is 

reflected in youth rejections of traditional collective-identity labels” (p. 594). Coming out is 

often seen as a linear progression, in which an individual shifts their understanding of identity 

from repression to liberation (Cass, 1979). This homogenization of coming out narratives 

overlooks nuanced aspects of identity development as assumes that one needs to be publicly 

out to be comfortable with their identity.  

The development of queer identity has been homogenized through essentialist 

understandings, which compartmentalise identity and attempt to attribute a fixed truth to 

identity. One such is the homosexual identity formation model, developed by Cass (1979), 

which asserts individuals move through six development stages: (1) identity confusion; (2) 

identity comparison; (3) identity tolerance; (4) identity acceptance; (5) identity pride; and (6) 

identity synthesis. This attempt to attribute a fixed truth does not account for the fluidity of 

identity and assumes that an individual who does not reach step six is repressed, implying 

that coming out is a necessary part of queer identity formation. Rosenberg (2018) challenges 

the notion of coming out, proposing a different kind of disclosure termed ‘coming in.’ Many 

of the participants in Rosenberg’s study mentioned how their identity formation journey was 

not finished and recognised that it may never be. Conceptualising queer identity as fluid, the 

term coming in describes a process of coming to acceptance with one’s own identity, rather 

than a process of social disclosure. This individual acceptance understands identity as 
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complex, lifelong and non-linear and challenges monolithic narratives of queerness 

(Rosenberg, 2018). When talking about her identity, Lucy (as discussed earlier in this 

chapter) articulated the concept of ‘coming in’, recognising identity as a constantly shifting 

process of self-discovery. In contrast, Grace is not publicly out about her sexuality, but will 

disclose her queer identity in spaces that she feels comfortable: 

So I grew up with like mostly female friends. And it was just a thing like to crush on 

boys. And then I switched to like a group of guys basically, like not intentionally or 

anything. But that was weird cos I was like, I can’t be like ‘I like girls’… Even now 

I’m not openly out. If I feel safe, like mentioning it, then I will mention it.  

Grace recognised her identity as fluid and validated her own understanding of what it means 

to be queer, while also recognising the consequences of existing in a heteronormative society 

that restricted her public expression of identity. Regardless, both Lucy and Grace reached a 

place of acceptance of their sexuality and recognised that this sense of self may change over 

time. These experiences reflect the essence of the concept of coming in, understanding the 

complexity of sexuality and desire. 

Identity in crisis 

For queer youth who do not have the necessary support or information, considering identity 

can be an isolating challenge. Lucy reflected on her experiences and feelings while first 

considering her sexuality while she was exposed to external influences such as stereotypes 

and misinformation and personal feelings such as shame and judgement: 

It kind of feels lonely. You’re going through this identity crisis and no one knows. 

You kinda have to pretend that everything’s fine when it’s not, because you’re laying 

awake at night, like oh my gosh, like, Am I- am I gay? Am I asexual? What’s 

happening right now? 
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At the time, it was important for Lucy to understand the function of identity labels so she 

could make sense of and articulate her identity to herself and others around her. Identity 

labels provide ontological security and allow Lucy to articulate potentially unintelligible 

experiences to others (Grant & Nash, 2020). While Lucy has now countered understandings 

of homonormativity as a result of experience and education, her prior experiences of isolation 

and shame are not unique. Queer youth endure disproportionately high rates of depression 

and overall life satisfaction, compared to heterosexual and cisgender young people 

(Fenaughty et al., 2021a, 2021b). Lucy also mentioned the stress that came with the weight of 

not being able to understand an identity: 

I think, at the start, when I first sat down and really thought about it and came to the 

conclusion that I was asexual, for a long time I acted like it was some dirty secret. I 

was constantly thinking about ‘can people just look at me and know that I’m 

asexual?’ And I was constantly stressed that people would find out. But I know that 

being asexual is nothing bad, but at the start I was scared that people would find it 

weird or not know about it.  

Heteronormativity is institutionalised in schools and society, through its positioning as 

heterosexuality as neutral or normal (Grant & Nash, 2019). When queerness is presented as 

deviant or inappropriate to discuss in schools, this has implications for young people who are 

attempting to understand their identity. For Lucy, when she regarded her queerness as a dirty 

secret, she was unintentionally perpetuating heteronormativity. This highlights the impact of 

disciplinary techniques of power (Foucault, 1980b; Green, 2010) and the links between 

sexuality and deviance. Associating queerness with deviance complicates societal and 

subjective understandings of sexuality and contributes to the crisis of identity. The 

heteronormative logic of sexuality views heterosexuality as the unproblematic norm and 
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castings non-heterosexual identities or queerness as the deviant other (Talburt, 2004). This 

marginalises and silences queerness, restricting places of belonging for queer youth. 

Belonging 

When young people are not equipped with information to understand and articulate their own 

self-expression, this can lead to feelings of invalidity and isolation (Goffnett & Paceley, 

2020). For some, finding other queer people to engage with and relate to is an important 

aspect of forming social connections and finding places to belong as school environments are 

often not conducive to queer wellbeing or belonging. The Youth19 study found one in five 

transgender students (23%) and one in fifteen (7%) multiple-sex attracted students reported 

weekly bullying at school in the past year, compared to 5% of cisgender and heterosexual 

students. Gender and sexuality diverse young people also had lower rates of perceived 

belonging or feeling like a part of the school community compared to other students 

(Fenaughty et al., 2021a, 2021b). There are many schools who are making progressive 

changes to improve outcomes for queer students, by fostering inclusive environments through 

school policy and establishing networks for young people. 

Queer-Straight Alliance 

Queer-straight alliance (QSA) groups are an example of these networks that provide 

supportive space for queer students to connect with one another, generally meeting once a 

week outside of class time. These groups function as a safe space for students who may 

otherwise feel isolated in the school (Quinlivan, 2015), while also attempting to destabilise 

normative constructions of gender and sexuality through education, advocacy and action 

(McGlashan & Fitzpatrick, 2017). The participants who mentioned that their school had a 

rainbow group or queer-straight alliance also mentioned that this was not a space they felt 

comfortable being in at the time. Len was not considering his sexuality or gender identity at 
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the time, so he did not consider attending the group, and Grace avoided her schools group due 

to homophobic attitudes of her peers, both real and perceived. For some individuals, being 

part of a QSA feels like a way of othering themselves in a space where they are generally 

accepted (Quinlivan, 2013). Grace spoke of her secondary school friend group, a group of 

mostly male students who she got along well with. The boys in this group often used 

homophobic language and slurs in their conversations and jokes. Grace never came out to her 

friend group as she felt they would not be accepting of her sexuality. This also complicated 

her ability to attend her schools QSA meeting without alluding her sexuality to others:  

Lauren: You mentioned that there was a queer group at your school, were you 

involved with that?  

Grace: No, I didn’t wanna be associated with what everyone else associated with that. 

The students who attended the QSA at Grace’s school were sometimes viewed and treated 

differently by other students. Grace spoke further about how students who were ‘out’ about 

their sexuality were often othered in the school environment: 

I think there were a couple kids who are like, very open about their sexuality. But, I 

don’t think that’s the reason they were like, pushed aside. I think they just had other 

like personality traits that made them like quite on the edge of the groups. But I think 

a lot of people also were like, oh he’s gay, we don’t want to talk to him.  

This othering of students perpetuates and upholds homophobia and, in this instance, Grace’s 

aversion to coming out or attending queer spaces can be seen as a practice of self-

preservation. Here, the refusal to associate with other queer young people also intersects with 

Savin-Williams (2005) understanding of the ‘unremarkable gay’ as Grace wants to be viewed 

as an ordinary individual, rather than a minority group individual. QSAs while largely 

productive, can also reinscribe deficit understandings of queer youth labelling them as ‘in 
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need of support’ or pathologizing queer characteristics (McGlashan & Fitzpatrick, 2017; 

Quinlivan, 2015). 

Maya’s school did not have a QSA, however she mentioned that many queer students 

found themselves participating in similar extracurricular activities: 

A lot of the like extracurricular groups... It was interesting, because all of the like, 

queer students sort of ended up in the same places… As a general rule most of us 

didn’t talk about it. But like, we knew. It was good, we all had a great time. 

The religious affiliations her school had meant that topics pertaining to sexuality and queer 

identity were often spoken about quietly, for fear of homophobia or unwanted reactions from 

other students. While Maya did not have a formal space to safely attend that was queer 

affirming, she found and formed these spaces in her extracurricular activities. The sense of 

collectivity found within this space offered cultural intelligibility for the young people 

involved, even though it was not explicitly recognised (McGlashan, 2021).  

Queerphobia  

Grace’s school had a rainbow group (queer-straight alliance) that was led by the school 

guidance counsellor. A classmate of Grace’s believed the rainbow group and guidance 

counsellor were trying to ‘push queerness’ onto students, despite never attending the group to 

see or understand what the group did. Grace spoke of her reaction to these comments: 

I didn’t know how to deal with that. I was just like, I’m gonna ignore what you said. 

But know that it was very wrong. So that in itself was like, oh yeah, I could not 

possibly be gay in front of this person. 

Reflecting on her peers’ comments, Grace concluded that she needed to conceal her identity 

in front of this person. Using Orne’s (2013) responses to the line of fire, Grace ‘dodges the 
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bullet’ by disengaging from a potentially problematic situation. She has a similar approach in 

her choice to not attend her schools QSA group. For Grace, who is not openly out to many of 

her friends and family members, her choice to keep her identity personal one is a decision of 

safety. There are some people who Grace entrusts knowing about her queer identity, but out 

of fear of judgement of others, she largely keeps her identity private. McGlashan (2021) 

discusses how understandings of identity between public and private places are complicated, 

as for queer youth “the notion of performativity and where they can feel safe to be who they 

are hinges on where they are standing, many times quite literally” (p. 158). For Grace, there 

was no clear separation between the public and the private as physical spaces, instead she 

found a place in between. This place in between blurs the divide between the public and the 

private, highlighting the perceived safety of intelligible heterosexuality in the presence of 

queerphobia. 

 After coming out to her friends and speaking openly about asexuality, Lucy 

experienced queerphobic comments from her friends that emerged from misinformation and 

stereotypes of identity: 

At the time of coming out I had a boyfriend. And a lot of people told me that I when I 

tell my boyfriend, I have to make sure that he knows it’s not his fault that I’m asexual. 

I just feel like sometimes stereotypes kind of got in the way of me actually expressing 

it in a way. 

The nuances of queer identity are often misunderstood as a result of misinformation and 

stereotypes. For young people like Lucy, when her friends misunderstood and trivialised her 

sexuality, they reinscribed deficit understandings of asexuality – in that there was something 

wrong with her that she had to apologize to her boyfriend for. While schools have the 
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opportunity to challenge and address misconceptions within sexuality education, this is 

largely unaddressed. 

Conclusion 

Today, many young people are actively rejecting the labels of deviant, dangerous and 

vulnerable, in favour of labels that positively promote how they feel within society; 

empowered, autonomous and rational. This chapter has explored the fluidity of identity, 

understanding how young people are using labels and performativity, and how these 

implicate imperatives of coming in/out and finding spaces of belonging in schooling contexts. 

The next chapter will specifically explore sexuality education in schools and other spaces.  
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Chapter 6: Queer youth and sexuality education 

Introduction 

This chapter will explore the issues queer youth face in both formal and informal sexuality 

education in secondary schools today, using poststructuralist theories to conceptualise how 

students employ power and knowledge in these spaces. The chapter firstly explores how 

sexuality education is delivered by schools and received by queer students, discussing themes 

mentioned by participants including heteronormativity, misrepresentation and invisibility. 

Secondly, this chapter looks at how young people are finding new ways of learning, 

highlighting how queer youth are using the internet and social media to share knowledge. The 

chapter will lastly explore considerations of what a diverse and inclusive sexuality education 

programme should look like, drawing from the insights of the queer youth in this study.  

Undervaluing health education  

In many schools and curriculums, health education is seen as a subject of low status 

(Hargreaves, 2013). This is a result of a neoliberal shift to focus predominately on subjects 

that are deemed to have academic status such as English, math and science (Paechter, 2006). 

When this occurs and health education is undervalued in the whole school curriculum, it is 

reflected in the effort and engagement of the students (Hargreaves, 2013; Paechter, 2006). 

Len mentioned that his peers did not take health education seriously, instead they recognised 

health as “a subject where you got good grades very easily for doing nothing.” Len’s school 

had a structured health education curriculum that was outlined in workbooks provided to 

students. Len explained that aspects including sexuality and gender were covered however, 

due to time constraints only a small portion of this curriculum and workbook content was 

completed. Thinking about the proposed topics that were not taught, Len stated that his health 
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and sexuality education “could have been really positive, if there was anything to it.” Len 

recognised how beneficial many of the topics that were not included such as sexuality and 

gender diversity would have been to students, and expressed dismay that they were excluded 

from his health education class. For some schools, allocating time to health education is 

overshadowed by the desire to provide time to subjects that are viewed as more academic 

(Hargreaves, 2013). The academic hierarchy of knowledge relegates subjects such as health 

education to less academic status as they are considered subjects of the body, rather than 

subjects such as English, math and science which are considered subjects of the mind (Allen, 

2014). This is problematic as health education is personal, political and has significant 

influence on social justice and social outcomes (Hargreaves, 2013). Garland-Levett (2020) 

argues that schools take a pragmatic approach to sexuality education, positioning sexuality 

education as fact based and neutral, seeking to control and conceal sexualities: 

Health and physical education (under which sexuality education falls) command less 

academic influence than those school subjects associated with reason or the mind by 

virtue of their association with the body… Schools, in being positioned as institutions 

of the mind, take an academic or cognitive approach to the teaching of sexuality 

education by focusing on the explanation of bodily functions and biological processes 

(Garland-Levett, 2020, p. 703). 

Topics of health education are often viewed as domains of implicit learning, or things that 

will be learnt through experience, such as relationships and sexuality. This is problematic as 

with all knowledge, not having adequate foundations to build from will not benefit outcomes 

of future learning (Garland-Levett, 2020; Hargreaves, 2013).  

 Health and physical education (HPE) is one area of learning in the New Zealand 

curriculum compromising of two distinct subjects. Because of this, HPE is commonly joined 
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together in a way that affords little meaningful time for either in comparison to other subjects. 

Grace and Len both expressed their disinterest in health education as it was taught in 

conjunction with physical education (PE). As highlighted previously, Len noticed a disparity 

between the time afforded to health education in comparison to physical education in his 

school, mentioning: 

The health education was crap, they prioritize PE over it, because they were a very 

sport orientated school. I hated PE. I felt like, there were important things they were 

trying to teach us in health class, they just didn’t have the time or the capacity. They 

just didn’t care about it and prioritize it enough to do anything about it. 

Grace also reflected on her first two years of secondary school, mentioning “at the time 

health was like, my least favourite subject [because] it was part of PE.” For many queer 

students, physical education is a site of discomfort due to issues such as gendered 

expectations (Landi, 2019; lisahunter, 2019; McGlashan, 2021) and discrimination from other 

students and teachers (Fitzpatrick & McGlashan, 2016). In addition to the discomfort in 

physical education, queer youth also find discomfort in sexuality education. 

Exploring sexuality education in schools 

Similar to recent research in Aotearoa (Landi, 2019; McGlashan, 2021), the participants 

involved in this study described their sexuality education as brief and focused on 

heteronormative reproduction. Although their school-based sexuality education experiences 

(and reflections) were brief, this allowed for space in the interviews for other experiences to 

be discussed including school environments, experiences of homophobia, and what it means 

to be in the world as a young queer person. These discussions provided important context of 

the issues themselves, and of the consequences. While teachers were never identified as 

perpetuating homophobia or transphobia by participants, in many instances they contributed 



 
69 

to the silencing of sexuality or queer issues such as the avoidance of topics pertaining to 

diverse sexualities and genders in both Maya and Lens sexuality education, discussed later in 

this chapter. In sexuality education, many schools understand and teach sex, sexuality and 

gender as binary concepts. Schools are also teaching about diverse sexualities and genders, 

rather than for diverse sexualities and genders, rendering the needs and desires of queer 

students invisible or silent in the curriculum. The silencing of topics related to sexuality and 

gender diversity elicited three key themes; heteronormativity, misrepresentation and 

invisibility, which will be explored in the following section.  

Heteronormativity 

Heteronormativity is a concept developed within queer theory that describes the 

naturalisation of heterosexuality within society (Warner, 1993). The current Relationships 

and Sexuality guidelines define heteronormativity as “the assumption that heterosexuality is 

the “default” or “normal” sexual orientation, rather than being just one of many possibilities” 

(Ministry of Education, 2020b, p. 55). In schools, heteronormativity is engrained in 

structures, processes and practices that function to normalise heterosexuality, both implicitly 

and explicitly (Allen, 2008; Pascoe & Stewart, 2016). These processes or practices are 

reinforced through both the formal curricula which includes learning objectives, teaching 

content and assignments, and the informal (or hidden) curricula which includes “the norms, 

values, attitudes, and ideologies that children learn at school but that are not an official part of 

schools’ lesson plans” (Pascoe & Silva, 2019, p. 85). In Aotearoa, the inconsistent curriculum 

standards and the absence of a sexuality curriculum (although there are guidelines), are 

examples of heteronormativity permeating the formal curricula. Through the hidden 

curricula, the organising of students by gender acts to reinforce binary gender order and 

heteronormativity (Pascoe & Silva, 2019). The separation of students into binary gendered 
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categories such as sports or school events affects how children understand their own 

gendered subjectivities. Students are taught to identify and express themselves in a particular 

way that aligns with the gender they are assigned with, these processes become normalised so 

that they are understood to be natural, although they are indeed learned behaviours reinforced 

by and contributing to the reinforcement of heteronormativity (Pascoe & Silva, 2019). 

Additionally, the gendered organisation of physical spaces such as bathrooms or changing 

rooms teaches children that there are only two gender identities that are functionally opposite, 

further reinforcing gendered binaries (Pascoe & Silva, 2019).  

 Each participant spoke about the dominance of heteronormative ideals in sexuality 

education, with a key focus on heterosexual sex. Maya attended an all-girls school, which 

taught topics relating to heterosexuality including pregnancy and birth control. Describing the 

topics covered in her sexuality education, Maya mentioned that her class “only learned about 

female biology. That’s it. They didn’t even bother with like, biological like man stuff.” While 

these topics are undoubtedly beneficial for all students, there are a range of other topics that 

went uncovered for Maya’s class including sexuality and gender diversity, relationships and 

identity, as recommended by the Relationships and Sexuality Education guidelines (Ministry 

of Education, 2020b). The explicit absence of gender diversity was recognised by Maya. She 

highlighted how “they didn’t talk about, trans bodies at all… because [the teachers] were like, 

we don’t want to address that.. because maybe their views were problematic, I don’t know.” 

In a study with young people in Aotearoa looking at the invisibility of queer sexuality in 

sexuality education, Allen (2006) reported how “participants sensed that teachers deliberately 

avoided this subject because it was controversial and feared students might be ‘converted’ at 

its mention” (p. 313). Len also picked up on the absence of trans people in his sexuality 

education: 
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I don’t think the existence of trans people was ever mentioned. It just kind of hindered 

me from realizing stuff because I just didn't know about it and had no exposure to it, 

and that really wasn't helpful. 

Despite the focus on diversity in the current sexuality education guidelines, Lucy explicitly 

recognised the heteronormativity engrained in her sexuality education, mentioning that 

information only about heterosexual sex and sexualities was presented: 

Like going through year 9 and 10, it was very heterosexual and very heteronormative. 

And, I think because we did learn, like sex education, and how to have safe sex, 

which is great. Like, I’m all for it. But it was very heteronormative. They just 

explained how to have sex between a male and female, how to put on a condom and 

that was kind of it. But there was never any other discussion surrounding different 

identities and gender. 

The exclusion of queer issues in sexuality education is an example of heteronormativity, 

whereby silence is an inaction that perpetuates heteronormativity. This issue is not isolated to 

Aotearoa, and there are many examples of how queer identity is dismissed worldwide in 

sexuality education programmes and curriculums (Elia & Eliason, 2010; McNeill, 2013; 

Shannon, 2016). The current Relationships and Sexuality Education guidelines (Ministry of 

Education, 2020b) advocate for an inclusive education that ensures inclusive environments 

for all young people. The guidelines further suggest that schools need to “include content on 

the diversity of sex characteristics, sexuality, and gender identities in their curriculum 

programmes” (Ministry of Education, 2020b, p. 8) in order to align with and uphold human 

rights  and avoid misrepresenting or silencing diverse learners.  
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Misrepresentation 

When information about diverse sexualities and genders is presented, it is not always positive 

or educative. Stories and research findings centred around sexuality and gender diversity 

often focus on negative themes such as deficit, immorality and deviance, framing queerness 

as dangerous and deviant (Allen, 2007; Pascoe & Stewart, 2016). Len for example, discussed 

the only time queer sex was mentioned in his sexuality education: 

I remember that AIDS comment that my teacher made, talking about anal sex and 

saying something about bleeding, [because] that is what I associated with gay men for 

a long time because that’s all I knew about AIDS, anal sex and gay men.  

Len spoke of how his sexuality education discussed gay sex as dangerous, implicitly labelling 

it as deviant. For a period of time, this was all Len knew and understood about gay sex. 

Similarly, for Grace negative discussions surrounding AIDS led her to relate queer identity to 

problematic understandings of danger and deviance. For both young people, these norms 

weren’t challenged until they researched online, met queer people, and learned from queer 

experiences. Their realisation that queer sex was not deviant or dangerous was a result of 

normative teachings of sexuality that did not attempt to challenge misconceptions prevalent 

in society. For these young people, their knowledge and identities were repressed, allowing 

an opportunity to challenge the teacher as educator, student as learner dichotomy, shifting 

power from repression to transformation by employing forms of capillary power. This 

encapsulation of capillary power, or a power that exists between the social and the private 

(Foucault, 1980a), allowed them to overcome normative understandings as they began to 

understand and learn about sexuality and gender in an embodied way that centred queerness, 

outside of the classroom.  
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 The consequences of a heteronormative sexuality education were highlighted by Len, 

when queer education was discussed it was often misinformed. He mentioned that when 

schools are teaching about gender and sexuality, “they do teach these very rigid ideas of 

gender, and that’s not very helpful and takes a long time to unlearn that.” This process of 

unlearning was experienced by participants, as they rejected the ideas they had been taught 

and have since learnt to advocate for themselves through the internet, social media and 

through talking to other queer individuals, shifting power relations. The misrepresentation of 

queerness in sexuality education additionally manifests a sense of invisibility for queer youth, 

as they are not reflected in the curriculum.  

Invisibility 

“It’s much easier to find your way when there’s a path to follow” (Nieuwland, 2018, 

para. 18). 

In the above quote, Nieuwland highlights the consequences of the erasure of queer identities 

in literature and society. Within sexuality education, a heteronormative curriculum works to 

relegate queer identities invisible, removing or restricting the path for queer youth. While 

queer bodies are arguably more visible today than they have ever been before, there is still an 

absence of queerness in education that leaves young people feeling unseen or marginalised. 

Grace spoke of feeling disengaged from her sexuality education, mentioning “[Sexuality 

education] wasn’t relevant to me, like you learn things just for straight people and there’s no 

room for anything outside of that.” Young (2002) argues that structures of normative 

heterosexuality, or heteronormativity, constrains queer youth by enforcing their invisibility. 

In sexuality education, the absence of queerness leaves students feeling confused or invisible, 

complicating subjectivities (Fisher, 2009; Waling et al., 2020). The invisibility of queerness 

in education is a structural problem, as Sinkinson and Burrows (2011) highlight how, 
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“teachers are afraid, or not prepared to recognise and actively affirm diversity, and ‘sensitive’ 

aspects of health education, particularly those linked to sexuality, become invisible” (p. 59). 

Shannon (2016) similarly recognised how queer students are relegated invisible within a 

heteronormative curriculum, arguing that a heteronormative curriculum does not reflect the 

lived experience of queer youth, and serves to invalidate their ways of being and knowing. 

Lucy discussed how she felt after learning about asexuality through her own research, after 

her sexuality education provided binary understandings of sexuality that she felt she did not 

align with: 

It definitely made me happier to find a label that I connected with. Up until that point 

all my education had just left me to believe that I was just straight, even though I 

never really felt like I fit that label. And because the education system had framed 

asexuality as this weird thing, it took a while for me to truly feel comfortable in that 

label. But finding asexuality has just made me feel so much more confident, and I 

wish that the education system had explained this label to me much earlier. 

When examining power relations in schools, a space where students are assumed to be 

learners under the authority of teachers, it is important to consider the freedom of individual 

subjects and how young people respond to and navigate invisibility. Power and knowledge 

relations are constantly shifting and contested, whereby the possibilities of resistance are 

inseparable from power (Foucault, 1980b). Thus, where there are power relations, there are 

also relations of resistance (Paechter, 2001). In education, “freedom does not vanish when 

power is exercised. Teachers, in shaping the conditions of possibility of their students, do not 

wholly determine who their students are. The relation is much more complex” (Davies, 2006, 

p. 430).  
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Despite increased visibility in society and institutions, many queer youth still face 

discrimination in their daily lives. Growing up in spaces that are devoid of discussions 

relating to identity can increase confusion in subjective understandings. Similarly, education 

that poorly presents discussions of identity can also elicit confusion. Grace spoke about her 

sexuality education and reflected on the implications it had: 

I think it just kind of puzzled me even more. I was like maybe I am straight, maybe 

I’m supposed to be doing these things? I don’t want to say it brainwashed me. But it 

made me think that I was straight because I hadn’t seen anything else, so that just 

made sense. 

The education Grace received pertaining to queer identity was presented briefly. When 

diverse sexualities were discussed in the classroom and terms were defined, they were 

presented in the form of a brief definition. This was similarly experienced by Lucy, whose 

teacher described asexuality abruptly as ‘someone who doesn’t like sex.’ After learning about 

sexualities in her health class, Lucy reflected on her own identity using the definitions she 

had learnt or was aware of: 

[I thought] well I don’t experience attraction to females, not in the way people talk 

about. And I don’t really experience attraction to males in the way people talk about, 

maybe I just haven’t met the right person? Every time I thought about asexuality I 

was like oh they just don’t like sex, so it was never really applying to me. I never saw 

it. I never saw myself as being gay or being lesbian, so I must’ve been straight. If I 

don’t fit those definitions, I’m straight. That’s just the end of the story you know, but 

it’s not. 

The heteronormative focus of the curriculum cast these young people as outsiders, leaving 

Lucy and Grace to question their subjectivities and experience. At the time, Lucy and Grace 
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did not challenge the sexuality education they received and it was not until later that they 

both began to understand and untangle their sexualities, outside of what they had been taught. 

For both young people and many others, this re-learning happened online, through social 

media and queer organisations. 

Finding queer education online 

While a queer sexuality education is often absent or misinformed in secondary schools in 

Aotearoa, many queer youth find other ways they can seek out or understand information 

pertaining to sex, relationships, sexuality and gender. Students are increasingly using online 

platforms or pornography to substitute for missing knowledge, with non-heterosexual youth 

almost twice as likely as heterosexual youth to learn about sex from pornography (Office of 

Film and Literature Classification, 2018). The use of pornography as education is problematic 

as porn commonly skims around issues of consent and often perpetuates themes of coercion 

and violence (Crabbe & Flood, 2021). Regardless, the internet is a common source of 

knowledge for queer youth, as they navigate uncertainty and unclarity (Waling et al., 2020). 

A key discussion of participants in this research was the concept of learning online through 

the internet and social media, researching and educating themselves on gender and sexuality 

to make sense of their identity through subjectivity. Some participants found other ways of 

knowing and learning through the internet and social media, as highlighted by Len:  

I mean to be honest most of what I learnt, I learnt through the internet. That’s how 

most people learn because they just didn’t really teach us. I remember we had like, 

maybe two or so assemblies where they brought in some youth organization that 

talked to us about it being okay to wait [to have sex] and I think… And did they talk 

about something else? No, I think that was the only, oh and obviously we covered in 



 
77 

like science classes the purely technical side of reproduction. And yeah, so everything 

else I learned I learned through the internet. 

Len mentioned how his sexuality education covered sex and reproduction, through a lens of 

heteronormativity and abstinence. He also referred to the experiences of others, highlighting 

that many young people use the internet to seek information on sexuality education in 

addition to what they are taught, or as a replacement when it is not taught. In a survey of 

young people by Family Planning (2019), 80% of respondents said they would firstly go to 

the internet to seek information about sexuality education, while the remaining said they 

would speak to friends, family or health professionals, further highlighting the relevance of 

the internet for education about sex, sexualities and gender. The Office of Film and Literature 

Classification (2018) states that “many non-heterosexuals consider the internet to be a 

relatively safe space for constructing their identity” (p. 43) as it provides anonymity, rather 

than speaking to friends, family or health professionals.  

Using social media for education 

As discussed earlier, Grace and Len’s sexuality education framed queer sex as deviant and 

related it to danger and disease. Using social media and engaging with content from 

organisations such as HIV New Zealand, who provide information about the harmful 

stereotypes and misconceptions associated with HIV and AIDS, Grace began to rethink what 

she had been taught previously: 

I’ve seen stuff on social media, I think from HIV New Zealand and like, that taught 

me a lot more than I even knew. Like, it’s not like dangerous, it’s just a thing to be 

aware of. Which I didn’t know about, like from my high school. 

This enabled her to understand queer sex outside of the frames of deviance, danger and 

disease that were discussed in sexuality education. This shift in understanding created an 



 
78 

awareness that she was previously unaware of, and could not get from any other domain such 

as her friends or family. Grace recognised that the internet gave her a space to research and 

understand issues of sexuality and gender outside of her friend group. Using this space made 

the process of learning and understanding more comfortable. This was because her friends 

were mostly male and talked about queerness in often derogatory ways, using homophobic 

slurs in their conversations. Grace mentioned a hesitation to talk to her friends about these 

topics, mentioning “so I’d just like stick to the internet and not even try.” Reflecting on the 

things she had been taught in school, and the knowledge she came to understand, Grace was 

unsure about her sexuality as misinformation and stereotypes permeated her understanding of 

her subjectivity: 

Like, I think, I didn’t even register that there was like options outside of a straight 

relationship. Because of social media and things like that and I was like, oh, that 

makes more sense than all this shit I’ve been taught in high school.  

Young people are increasingly using the internet and online platforms for information 

sharing. Lucy talked about the social media platform TikTok as a site of knowledge sharing, 

a space where users can share short videos and engage with others:  

I think TikTok is a big thing now where people find out about different sexualities - 

which is great, you know, that people can talk about their sexualities, or they talk 

about it in a way that is not just ‘oh straight is being attracted to the opposite 

gender’… It’s not just the definition, it’s more personal, it’s what people experience. 

And I think that really helped. Because when I learned about asexuality, we did very 

briefly like in year 10, and the definition they gave us was someone that doesn’t like 

sex, and it kind of just ended there. And I was like, well, that can’t be me, because 

like, I don’t mind sex, it’s not a big thing or a big issue for me. And then I did more 
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research, and I was like, hang on, that’s not actually what it means and there’s way 

more to that. So I think for a lot of people, they do find it out through research and 

going online. For example listening to people and finding out different stories.  

Videos are uploaded by users for a variety of purposes including humour, information and 

education. The access to easily digestible content created by young people, for young people 

has resulted in an increase in the availability of knowledge sharing (Bragg et al., 2018; Grant 

& Nash, 2019). The accessibility of knowledge sharing on social media, alongside the 

personable and understandable content, presents information in a way that is easy to 

understand. Parents and adults are often wary of young people using these platforms, which is 

understandable as the internet does not exist without risks. Fitzpatrick et al. (2021) highlight 

that: 

Schools need to address RSE in responsive ways because children and young people 

are navigating increasingly complex social, cultural, environmental and political 

contexts…The Internet, popular culture, and social media contain a wide range of 

messages about sex, sexuality, gender and bodies. Not all of these are positive or 

helpful, and teenagers are increasingly looking online for answers to questions they 

are curious about (p. 8).  

The revised Relationships and Sexuality Education guidelines are informed by “the rise of 

social media, and the increased use of digital communications and devices” (Ministry of 

Education, 2020b, p. 6), which are increasingly used by youth to substitute for or build upon 

inadequacies in sexuality education.  

The value of learning online 

Many of the participants spoke of the value of learning online, where they were able to access 

information that was not given in sexuality education. Importantly, as Lucy mentioned, 
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seeing queer people online speaking about their experiences was beneficial for her 

understanding. This is important as queer students, and particularly gender diverse students, 

are more likely to find none of their sexuality education useful (29%) than their cisgender 

classmates (9%) (Family Planning, 2019). Youth do not only need diverse information, they 

also need visibility that shows diversity. These previously mentioned examples of young 

people navigating an absence of comprehensive sexuality education and finding new ways of 

thinking and understanding is another example of how queer youth are using capillary power 

and resisting normative power/knowledge relations (Foucault, 1980a). Young people are 

actively navigating their own sexuality education, finding ways to engage with and share 

queer knowledge in spaces. Some, like Lucy used social media and online information to 

inform themselves to better understand and form their queer subjectivities. Others like Len 

described how meeting other people informed their subjectivity and allowed them to 

understand a queer identity outside of what was taught in sexuality education. These 

examples of how queer youth are navigating an absence of comprehensive sexuality in their 

own ways, while powerful, also highlight the gaps in practice and spaces for improvement. 

Sexuality education as lifelong learning 

Under the New Zealand curriculum, students are only required to take health education until 

year 10. Regardless, it is important to consider both health and sexuality education as lifelong 

learning, rather than something that can be delivered in one class or module. Some schools, 

like Maya’s, opt to provide health education as a compulsory subject for all secondary school 

years. Other participants studied health only as mandated by the Ministry of Education during 

year 9 and 10. All participants advocated for more comprehensive sexuality education in 

secondary schools, both in the compulsory and post-compulsory years. Maya importantly 

asserted that “there is only so much you can teach a 12 year old,” highlighting that what is 
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considered age appropriate sexuality education for year nine students (aged 12-13) can be 

built upon in senior secondary education to ensure that comprehensive information is being 

provided. Lucy similarly reflected on the possibilities of post compulsory health education. In 

her years of junior college (year 9-10), Lucy had not yet considered her sexuality as anything 

other than heterosexual. As discussed previously, in the classroom she felt that she did not fit 

into any of the reductionist definitions of sexuality that she had been presented. It was not 

until years later that she fully understood her sexuality after researching online. She 

mentioned that revisiting sexuality education in her later years of schooling in a manner that 

was more understanding of sexual diversity would have lessened some of the stress of having 

to find the information herself online: 

I don’t think that [sexuality education] should just stop when you’re a certain age, I 

think it should carry on. There should still be this education around it, because it will 

be helpful for teachers to know if they have students that are part of the LGBTQIA+ 

group, it’s easier for them to relate and to talk to them about it. 

Having comprehensive discussions of sexuality and gender in the classroom can function as a 

tool of normalisation, providing students with the information necessary to navigate their 

own subjectivities. Len similarly mentioned: 

I think [post-compulsory sexuality education] is really important, I really would have 

benefited from it. I didn’t even know being trans was possible for so long, I didn’t 

even consider myself and it was so obvious. And if I’d known about it then, I could 

have figured things out so much sooner. 

Both participants’ spoke about the absence of possibilities, and the potentialities that arose 

once they encountered comprehensive information about queerness.  
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Considering a queer futurity of sexuality education 

As explored throughout this chapter, queer youth are questioning traditional power relations 

and resisting normative structures of knowing and being by employing capillary power. 

Participants often felt disempowered during their time at high school, some were afraid to 

speak up against the heteronormativity engrained in their school environments and 

curriculums, and others were hesitant to explore their subjectivities due to misinformation 

and stigma. Despite these barriers, young people are actively standing up to normativity, 

employing resistance through shifting power relations. For example, Maya mentioned how 

she educated her peers on basic ideas of sexuality and gender diversity, as they came to her 

with questions they had about definitions and understandings of queer identities. Shifting the 

roles of teachers as educators, to students as educators allowed Maya to transgress traditional 

power relations, taking up the role of a teacher where there was otherwise no education. For 

Maya, who attended a faith based school, this was an act of rebellion as it went against the 

normative teachings of her school, which were based in heteronormativity and catholic 

teachings. These acts of navigating queer knowledge can be described as a transgression of 

normative understandings, a rejection of binary understandings and a rebellion to 

heteronormativity. As young people transgress normative understandings, they begin to see 

diversity in the world, allowing space for them to understand and explore their own sexuality 

and gender.  

Len emphasized the absence of comprehensive and diverse education in his school, 

and summarised his (and others) dismay towards sexuality education: 

But yeah, it just really annoys me. And also, it just really wasn’t helpful not having 

any sex education really, because the internet is not a great place to learn. You know... 

it’s all very fragmented. I just feel a bit robbed on that front. 



 
83 

The invisibility of queerness in many sexuality education classrooms has left many queer 

youth feeling as Len describes “a bit robbed.” In addition, he points to how queer youth are 

increasingly using the internet to educate themselves and each other, where information may 

not be accurate or reliable (Waling et al., 2020). For education to be meaningful it must 

consider the needs of all students, as mentioned in the Relationships and Sexuality Education 

guidelines:  

All young people equally deserve an education that enables them to develop healthy 

relationships, to become positive in their own identities, and to develop competencies 

for promoting and sustaining their own wellbeing and that of others (Ministry of 

Education, 2020b, p. 7). 

Reflecting on their experiences of sexuality education, each participant discussed 

what would have benefitted them in their own classes. A common reflection was the desire to 

be taught by queer people. The potential visibility would have presented the students with 

real discussions of lived experiences. Lucy highlighted the potential of showing the Inside 

Out video series13, which she found through online research. The invisibility of queer 

educators in secondary schools further disempowers queer students and silences queerness. 

The Inside Out resources provide information and experience from queer individuals that 

allows queerness to be visible in the classroom. Another suggestion with a sexual health 

imperative was to discuss safe sex outside of heteronormativity, without implying queer sex 

is deviant or dangerous. Each of these suggestions offer the potential to increase visibility for 

 

 

13 Described in Chapter 2, Inside Out is a “a friendly and accessible learning resource to help increase 
understanding and support of sex, gender and sexuality diversity” (Rainbow Youth, n.d). 
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students who are queer or questioning, and to emphasise the importance of acceptance and 

understanding. Ellis and Bentham (2021) describe how young people are growing up in a 

queer world that experiences gender and sexuality outside of conventional norms. 

Continuing, they argue “it is therefore important to ensure that all young people have access 

to sexuality education that reflects this level of diversity and does not assume that all students 

are heterosexual and cisgender” (Ellis & Bentham, 2021, p. 2). Additionally, teaching about 

inclusion is not the same as teaching for inclusion. Therefore as previously mentioned, 

comprehensive sexuality education needs to recognise diversity and teach both about and for 

queer identities.  

Conclusion 

This chapter has explored the potential sexuality education has to inform and educate all 

young people, encouraging acceptance and inclusion in their everyday lives. Examples of 

policy and practice were used to outline what is occurring in sexuality education, what is not 

occurring in sexuality education, and what queer youth wish to see in sexuality education. 

Using poststructuralist theory, issues of power were highlighted, alongside the ways young 

people are resisting normative structures through capillary power. 
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Chapter 7: Conclusion 

Introduction 

Within this thesis, I have explored the research question; how does the (in)visibility of 

queerness in sexuality education impact queer youth subjectivities? I have addressed this 

question using qualitative methods through the lens of queer poststructuralist theory, drawing 

from local and international research and the experiences of queer youth. In this final chapter, 

I reflect on the process of doing queer research before summarising key findings from the 

research, including how queer youth are embracing fluid identities, how queer youth are 

finding visibility through belonging, and the potentialities of a queer inclusive sexuality 

education. In this reflection I propose how we can build upon knowledge of the past, to 

envision a queer futurity in sexuality education. Lastly, I outline limitations of the research, 

using Halberstam’s (2011) Queer Art of Failure to reflect on the research process.  

Queering research 

In this research, I found it important to shift the focus from previous narratives of shameful or 

hurtful queer experiences (although these do provide necessary context in understanding 

youth subjectivities) to focus on conceptualising that which is possible when we are 

unapologetically queer. This is arguably a radically optimistic stance, in a world that is not 

yet queer, though it is through thinking with a queer optimism that we are able to 

reconceptualise relationality and better imagine a queer futurity. In research, to queer is not to 

inherently disrupt, although it can allow possibilities for reflection and for disruption to 

emerge (Ghaziani & Brim, 2019). To queer is to analyse critically and seek alternative ways 

of being, doing and knowing.  
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 Beginning each interview, I had a prepared list of questions and topics to act as a 

guide through the interviews, although I found these questions were often unnecessary. 

Participants were willing to share their stories and speak on their experiences, forming the 

basis for a queer, collaborative knowledge that can be used to understand and interpret 

discourses of sexuality education. Theory is not always formed in the confines of academia. 

Instead, theory can also be found amongst collective experience and meaning. Using queer 

poststructuralism, queer theory as a methodology, and drawing from embodied narratives of 

queer youth in collaboration with prior research, this thesis highlights “the complexity, 

fluidity, and multiplicity of queerness performed across differences” (Calafell & Eguchi, 

2020, p. 72). From this, the collective narratives of participants are explored to reflect 

meaning and underline how queer youth are implicated by power structures and (in)visibility. 

Reflections on research findings 

“When those who have power to name and to socially construct reality choose not to 

see you or hear you… when someone with the authority of a teacher, say, describes 

the world and you are not in it, there is a moment of psychic disequilibrium, as if you 

looked into a mirror and saw nothing. Yet you know you exist and others like you, 

that this is a game with mirrors” (Rich, 1986, p. 199). 

Without safe spaces of affirmation and recognition in plain sight, queer youth see themselves 

as invisible. For students the classroom is a powerful site of knowledge. While there are 

queer potentials and opportunities outside of the classroom, relegating any identity to 

particular corners of the world is an act of marginalisation. Thus, the provision of sexuality 

education is an issue of social justice and will remain one until all students are made visible. 

Below, I discuss three key findings of the research; how queer youth are embracing fluid 
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identities, how queer youth are finding visibility through belonging, and the potentialities of a 

queer inclusive sexuality education.  

Embracing queer fluidity 

Today, young people are more aware of the matrix of sex, sexuality and gender, and many do 

not restrict their subjectivities to traditional binary understandings. In part, this is due to the 

increased access to social media and the accessibility of information online, which has 

allowed young people to educate themselves and become more politically active (Bragg et 

al., 2018; Grant & Nash, 2019). Additionally, the increased visibility in popular culture and 

mainstream media provides exposure to queerness at a level that was previously not seen. As 

explored in Chapter 5, youth are embracing a kind of fluidity that recognises gender and 

sexuality as unfixed and flexible (Robertson, 2018). Participants described their subjective 

understandings of identity, highlighting the role labels play in this conceptualisation of 

subjectivity. In this, labels are used by the participants, and other young people, to render 

their identity intelligible. As young people are embracing the potentialities of sexuality and 

gender in diverse and fluid ways, they are also questioning structures such as the heterosexual 

matrix and performativity. Despite the publication of inclusive sexuality guidelines by the 

Ministry of Education (2020b), sexuality education in practice commonly offers 

heteronormative and binary understandings of sex, gender and sexuality, which function to 

make queerness invisible in the classroom.  

Visibility through belonging 

Queer students are often rendered invisible in sexuality education through the exclusion of 

topics about and for queer sex, gender and sexualities (Ellis & Bentham, 2021). Despite this, 

queer youth are actively engaging with and searching for queer spaces of belonging, where 

they are then able to see themselves and their queerness reflected (Waling et al., 2020). In 
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this research and as discussed in Chapter 6, queer youth did not find belonging in explicitly 

queer spaces. Instead, they found spaces of belonging in between, in groups, activities, and 

online. For Maya it was in her extra-curricular activities that she found queer visibility, for 

Len it was meeting queer people, and for Lucy it was on social media. These examples 

highlighted how youth are employing capillary power in the absence of visibility and 

resisting normative power/knowledge relations (Foucault, 1980c). These spaces of belonging 

provided queer visibility that was regulated or absent in other spaces, such as schools and 

sexuality education. The relations and knowledge they formed in these spaces worked to 

inform subjectivities and allowed young people to understand queerness outside of what was 

taught in sexuality education. These examples show how queer youth are actively seeking 

visibility, whilst also highlighting invisibility and the implications of an absence of diversity. 

Queer potentialities in sexuality education 

In all education policy and practice, it is important to consider wider social and cultural 

contexts. It is within these contexts, that subjectivity is formed and maintained. While there 

are queer possibilities and potentialities in sexuality education as discussed in Chapter 6, it is 

important to recognise that these are neither straightforward or uncomplicated. This was 

discussed by Maya, who favoured a shift to more inclusive sexuality education, but also 

noted her reluctance after considering what this would have looked like in her catholic 

secondary school: 

Well you know what, I think if they had talked about it [queer identity and sexuality], 

it probably would have been worse because some of the people at that school would 

have wreaked havoc if they found out that anyone was like, queer.  

In this, Maya simultaneously highlights the need for, and fear of, inclusive sexuality 

education. Mayas peers did not understand queer identities in the same way she did, and 
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teachers were conservative with the content they taught because of the schools religious 

affiliation. While the Relationships and Sexuality Education guidelines are official 

curriculum, their implementation and use is up to schools to determine (Fitzpatrick et al., 

2021). It is important to recognise that while singular initiatives in schools can provide 

meaningful impact for young people, it does not change the systemic or structural invisibility 

of queer youth. Subjectivity cannot be determined by a singular force. Rather, it is a complex 

process involving structures of power and knowledge. Only by re-shifting these power 

relations can we make queer youth visible. This means that while we need to continue 

addressing heteronormative school curriculums to better the experiences of queer youth, we 

also need to look to the socio, cultural and political structures that enable the 

heteronormativity and cisnormativity which renders queer invisible.  

The queer art of failure 

The queer art of failure turns on the impossible, the improbable, the unlikely, and the 

unremarkable. It quietly loses, and in losing it imagines other goals for life, for love, 

for art, and for being (Halberstam, 2011, p. 88). 

Failure is “something queers do and have always done exceptionally well” (Halberstam, 

2011, p. 3) and it is also something that I am willing to make visible in this research. 

Conducted during a global pandemic, this research is the sum of many accomplishments and 

failures. Rather than conceptualising failure merely as an ending or learning opportunity I, in 

line with Halberstam (2011), recognise failure as a way to illuminate ways of doing and being 

that may have previously gone unnoticed.  

 As briefly mentioned in Chapter 4, the topic and focus of this thesis shifted 

throughout the research process. The methodology used in this thesis is not the initial 

methodology I began with (phenomenology), and the epistemological shift complicated the 
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research design. Understanding failure itself as a methodology that offers alternate ways of 

thinking, the paradigm shift from constructivism to subjectivism was ultimately beneficial 

and allowed me to consider the topic from multiple perspectives.  

 Additionally, this research compromised of a small group of four participants due to 

the ongoing effects of Covid-19 and time constraints for completion. While each of the 

participants provided rich experiences from diverse backgrounds, there was an absence of 

takatāpui voices in this research. Therefore, these findings are not reflective of all queer 

youth in Aotearoa, although they do align with and reflect other research findings both 

locally (Ellis & Bentham, 2021; Landi, 2019; McGlashan, 2021) and internationally (Grant & 

Nash, 2019; Shannon, 2016; Waling et al., 2020). With more time and more widespread 

participant recruitment, I would have aimed to interview more participants to ensure a 

diversity of worldviews. Looking to failure as a site of possibility, the constraints of this 

research allow an opportunity to build upon knowledge in future research.  

Conclusion 

Queerness is more visible in society than perhaps ever before, although many school 

environments continue to impact the physical, mental and academic wellbeing of queer 

students. Thus, there is a need to reconceptualise what inclusivity means for queer youth. 

Implementing policy is well-intentioned, but if there is no fundamental shift in practice and 

attitudes, no real progress can be made. The role of critical thinking and acknowledging 

diverse worldviews in sexuality education is important, as is the underlying goal of social 

justice (Fitzpatrick, 2018). Therefore comprehensive sexuality education needs to be 

informed by current social issues, and relevant to young people today as the current 

Relationships and Sexuality Guidelines propose (Ministry of Education, 2020b). While 

sexuality education may never benefit all (although it can certainly envision it), it can provide 
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the opportunity to think critically about diversity and inclusion, and can provide access to 

knowledge that transcends normative understandings. 

 Throughout this thesis, I have highlighted the ways in which queer youth are actively 

disrupting normative expectations as they shift toward an inclusive queer futurity. Drawing 

on these individual stories is important as it is “from shared critical dissatisfaction we arrive 

at collective potentiality” (Muñoz, 2009, p. 189). In queer research, we speak as a means of 

opening up possibilities and conceptualising desired words, encouraging a radical 

imagination of a world free from the constraints of binaries and normativity. By looking to 

the possibilities of a queer futurity and drawing upon experiences of the present we can begin 

to reimagine and conceptualise alternatives in sexuality education. Therefore, I end this thesis 

similar to how it began, with the words of Muñoz (2009) and an envisioning of a queer 

futurity, a horizon where things are better: 

Queerness is not yet here. Queerness is an ideality. Put another way, we are not yet 

queer. We may never touch queerness, but we can feel it as the warm illumination of a 

horizon imbued with potentiality. We have never been queer, yet queerness exists for 

us as an ideality that can be distilled from the past and used to imagine a future. The 

future is queerness’s domain (p. 1). 
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Appendix 1: Participant Information Sheet 

         Epsom Campus 
          Gate 3, 74 Epsom Ave 

          Auckland 
          New Zealand                                                                                                                                              

          The University of Auckland  
          Private Bag 92601                                                                                                                                                                                                      

                                                                                                                                           Auckland 1135 
                                                                                                                                           New Zealand 

                                                                                                                                               T +64 9 623 8899 
                                                                                                            W www.education.auckland 

PARTICIPANT INFORMATION SHEET 

Project title: Implications of sexuality education for queer student identity 
Name of Principal Investigator/Supervisor: Dr Katie Fitzpatrick 
Name of Co-investigator: Hayley McGlashan 
Name of Student Researcher: Lauren Black 

Kia ora! My name is Lauren Black, and I am currently completing a Master of Education at the 
University of Auckland. This research is being conducted under the supervision of Dr Katie Fitzpatrick 
and Hayley McGlashan, who have both taught and researched health and sexuality education in 
Aotearoa.  

You are invited to participate in this research project, which explores young people’s experiences of 
high school sexuality education. Taking part is your choice; if you choose not to take part, you do not 
have to give a reason. Similarly, if you want to take part now but change your mind later, you can 
withdraw from the study at any time.  

This participant information sheet will help you decide if you would like to take part. It explains why 
the study is being done, what your participation will involve, what happens after the study ends, and 
possible risks and benefits. I will go through this information with you and answer any questions you 
may have. You may want to talk about your participation in the study with other people such as 
friends, whanau or a trusted support person, before making a decision.  

If you agree to take part in this study, you will be asked to sign a consent form. You will be given a 
copy of both the participant information sheet and the consent form to keep.  

Project description  

This project intends to explore the experiences of high school sexuality education for queer youth, 
seeking to understand the potential influence of sexuality education on queer identity. The research 
will look at reflections and perceptions of young people to understand if the implications of taught 
sexuality education formed any significant impacts on identity.  
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I am looking for 6-8 queer/LGBT+/takatāpui young people aged between 16 and 19, who are willing 
to be participants in this research.  

To be a participant, you need to be willing to reflect on and discuss your experience of sexuality 
education in high school. You may still be in high school, or have recently been in high school. Either 
way, your contribution will be highly valuable to this research. Please read this information sheet in 
full before deciding to participate, or not to participate.  

What will participation involve? 

The study will consist of one face-to-face interview with the researcher, expected to take around an 
hour. The first 15 minutes will involve getting to know one another and informal discussion before 
beginning the interview, which is expected to take around 75 minutes. The interview will be held in a 
location agreed upon by the researcher and participant in Tāmaki Makaurau.  

The interviews will be audio-recorded on the day and later transcribed (written down). The audio 
recording can be turned off at any point during the interview if a break is needed. You will be given 
the opportunity to review your recording and transcript. After the recording has been transcribed, 
the files will be emailed to you and you will have two weeks to review, edit or provide feedback on 
the transcript. This is an opportunity to remove anything that may be wrong, or that may identify 
you. It is anticipated that reviewing your transcript should take no more than 90 minutes.  

Covid-19 

If the study is not able to take place face-to-face, interviews will be done through a Zoom video call. 
Information regarding recording, confidentiality and data management will remain the same 

Data use 

The transcriptions of the discussion will be analysed and presented in a thesis for the University of 
Auckland. Data may also be published in academic journals, used for presentations, talks, or 
research-based discussions within research groups.  

Data storage and destruction 

When not being analysed, data will be kept secure in locked storage or in a password protected 
electronic files on the University of Auckland server for six years. Any forms with identifiable details, 
such as consent forms, will be kept separately from this data, also in locked storage for six years. 
Only the research team will have access to consent form data. After the six years, all digital files will 
be deleted, and hard copies of transcripts will be shredded.  

Right to Withdraw from Participation 

Participation in this study is entirely voluntary and you are free to decide to withdraw at any time. 
You do not need to give a reason for withdrawing from the study, or for withdrawing any of your 
data. After participating in an interview, you will have 24 hours to withdraw your contribution 
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completely. This will mean nothing said during your interview will be used in the study, and the data 
will be immediately destroyed.  

Confidentiality 

You have the right to privacy and confidentiality. The information you provide to the researcher will 
be treated confidentiality. The researcher will be careful not to disclose any information that could 
identify you in any publications that result from the study. Pseudonyms will be used in place of your 
real name, and any personal information that could potentially identify a participant will be removed 
from transcription.   

Steps will be taken to ensure that the confidentiality of participants will be protected to the highest 
possibility. However, we cannot guarantee complete confidentiality. As the research involves 
interviews with a small number of individuals, all participants will be asked to keep their research 
experience confidential to reduce any risk of being identified by their comments. Additionally, as 
interviews will be conducted face-to-face in public spaces, there is a possibility that other people 
may recognise participants.   

What are the risks? 

The study is not designed to be invasive of personal details; however, it will ask you to reflect on 
experiences of high school sexuality education. If you feel that discussing these experiences could be 
distressing in any way, we respectfully discourage participation in this study. If needed, there is a list 
of mental health organisations and hotlines which can provide information, resources and support 
listed at the bottom of this participant information sheet.  

What are the benefits? 

The information provided may help schools and education providers to understand the impacts of 
the programs that they deliver. I hope to offer a supportive environment and interview that will 
provide space for discussion, specifically focused around your own views, thoughts and reflections.  

Participating in the research may allow self-awareness about your own experience navigating 
education as a queer young person. You may also be able to help other queer individuals in the 
future, by contributing to knowledge that will hopefully promote a more diverse and inclusive 
sexuality education experience. The findings of the research can be sent to you at the end of the 
study if you wish. Seeing your own contribution to the research, and the overall outcomes will 
hopefully be valuable and insightful.  

Contact Details 

Thank you for taking the time to read this information and for your interest in this study. If you 
would like to volunteer to participate or ask any questions about this study, please email me at 
lbla154@aucklanduni.ac.nz 
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Alternatively, you can contact either of the supervisors of the project,  
Dr Katie Fitzpatrick, Email: k.fitzpatrick@auckland.ac.nz Phone: 09 373 7599 ext. 48652, or 
Hayley McGlashan, Email: h.mcglashan@auckland.ac.nz Phone: 09 373 7999 ext. 48810 

or the Dean of the Faculty of Education and Social Work 
 Mark Barrow, Email: m.barrow@auckland.ac.nz Phone: 09 373 7999 ext. 48821 
 
For any queries regarding ethical concerns you may contact the Chair,  
 University of Auckland Human Participants Ethics Committee, Ethics and Integrity Team, 
 University of Auckland, Private Bag 92019, Auckland 1142.  
 Email: humanethics@auckland.ac.nz Phone 09 373-7599 ext. 83711. 
If you need mental health support, contact any of the following:  

Youthline: free text 234 or call 0800 942 8787 
1737: free text or call 1737 
Outline: 0800 688 5463 (6-9pm for confidential, free, LGBTIQ+ support) 

 
If you need cultural support, contact the following:  
 Te Kōtuku Ki Te Rangi: Phone 09 820 0045 
 

 
Approved by the University of Auckland Human Participants Ethics Committee on 12/12/2020 for 

three years. Reference Number: UAHPEC3311 
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Appendix 2: Participant Consent Form 

         Epsom Campus 
          Gate 3, 74 Epsom Ave 

          Auckland 
          New Zealand                                                                                                                                              

          The University of Auckland  
          Private Bag 92601                                                                                                                                                                                                      

                                                                                                                                           Auckland 1135 
                                                                                                                                           New Zealand 

                                                                                                                                               T +64 9 623 8899 
                                                                                                            W www.education.auckland 

PARTICIPANT CONSENT FORM 
THIS FORM WILL BE HELD FOR A PERIOD OF 6 YEARS  

Project title: Implications of sexuality education for queer student identity 
Name of Principal Investigator/Supervisor: Dr Katie Fitzpatrick 
Name of Co-investigator: Hayley McGlashan 
Name of Student Researcher: Lauren Black 

I have read the Participant Information Sheet, have understood the nature of the research and why I 
have been selected. I have had the opportunity to ask questions and have had them answered to my 
satisfaction. 

• I agree to take part in this research 

• I agree to be audio recorded 

• I understand that I am free to withdraw my participation without providing reason at any 
time, and can withdraw any data traceable to me up to 2 weeks after receiving my transcript 

• I am aware I will receive a transcript of my interview for editing and will have 2 weeks to 
make any changes after receiving the transcript 

• I am aware a pseudonym will be used in place of my name  
 ☐ I would like my pseudonym to be _______________________  
 ☐ I would like my pseudonym to be chosen by the researcher  

 
• I wish / do not wish to receive the summary of findings 

 

Name: _______________________________________________________ 

 

Email: _______________________________________________________ 

 

Signature: ________________________ Date: _______________________ 

 

Approved by the University of Auckland Human Participants Ethics Committee on 12/12/2020 for three 
years. Reference Number: UAHPEC3311 
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Appendix 3: Interview Questions 

Personal background  

• Name, age, gender, sexuality. 
• Did you attend a public or private high school?  
• Did your high school have any religious affiliation? 
• Did you attend a single-sex or co-educational school? 

 
Knowledge 

• What years did you study health education in? 
• What areas of sexuality education did you learn the most about in school? What topics were 

covered? 
• What do you think about making sexuality education compulsory past year 10? 

 
Curriculum  

• Were you taught about issues relevant to queer young people? 
• Do you think anything was missing from your sexuality education? 
• What would you like to see included in sexuality education? (e.g teaching methods, topics, 

perspectives, etc) 
 
Space 

• Have you learnt about health or sexuality education outside of the health classroom?  
• Where do you learn about sexuality education the most? (e.g the classroom, home, from 

peers, queer support group or online) 
• Was your health education classroom a space you felt comfortable in?  
• How was your own identity addressed in the sexuality education classroom? How was it 

framed/discussed/taught? 
 
Identity 

• How has your experience of sexuality education influenced your understanding of your own 
gender and/or sexuality, either positively or negatively? 

• Did your experience of sexuality education impact your expression of gender and/or sexuality 
in anyway? (e.g changed, altered, resulted in stigma, resulted in hiding your identity) 

• Were you able to be yourself in the classroom/school environment? Is this different to how 
you were outside of school or in another setting? 


