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Abstract: The constant negotiation of gender and sexuality – so-
cially, politically, and individually – influences our thinking and actions 
in all areas of life, including education. Yet, the incorporation of such 
topics is tabooed in the classroom. This paper contains a unit that em-
beds queer life-worlds in already existing fields from the curriculum. It 
aims to demonstrate the instruction for challenging the cis- and heter-
onormative gaze in ELT. More specifically, it argues that teachers 
should centralize the students’ personal interests to promote social jus-
tice. Therefore, the framework of queer critical literacies is suitable as 
it not only focuses on the education of gender and sexual diversity but 
also examines the reflection of underlying power dynamics, structural 
marginalization, knowledge, and agency. This cannot be done without 
an intersectional approach that provides a realistic and holistic view of 
identity. 

Keywords: queer critical literacies; ELT classroom; intersectionality; 
diversity; Englischunterricht; Intersektionalität; Diversität 

1 Introduction 

School practice has an impact on the students’ gender images. Schools serve 
as primary places where students learn about gender roles, often reinforcing 
traditional binary notions of masculinity and femininity (König, 2018, pp. 8–
23). The interplay between gender and educational practices influences expe-
riences, outcomes, and identity formation, making it critical to examine how 
gender dynamics operate within these environments. In adolescence, teenag-
ers negotiate their sexual as well as gender-related orientation; schools should 
be a safe environment to support the development of their identities. Espe-
cially queer individuals often experience heightened vulnerability within ed-
ucational settings due to systemic heteronormativity and pervasive social stig-
mas. Schools as a microcosm of broader society fail to provide inclusive en-
vironments that affirm diverse sexual orientations and gender identities (Sum-
mer & Steinbock, 2023, p. 78). Krell and Oldemeier revealed in their German 
study in 2017 that more than half of the interviewed trans and gender-non-
conforming teenagers met teachers who derided their identities (Krell & 
Oldemeier, 2017, pp. 167–172).  

Despite the growing recognition of the importance of addressing LGBTQ+ 
issues in academia, it remains a significant shortage of hands-on materials 
designed to counteract pervasive heteronormative perspectives and to em-
power agency regarding queer identities. This research gap is particularly ev-
ident in the field of English Language Teaching (ELT), where diversity is and 
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should be taken up as an educational opportunity. Although progress has been 
made in the development of materials (König et al., 2015), there is still a con-
siderable gap on the resources that teachers find accessible to teach and ne-
gotiate gender in ELT. 

The article reacts to the inadequacy of available resources in teacher educa-
tion, highlighting the necessity of frameworks such as queer critical literacies 
(QCL) to offer educators the tools and knowledge needed that foster a more 
inclusive and affirming learning environment for all students. It not only fo-
cuses on the education of gender and sexual diversity but also examines the 
reflection of fundamental power dynamics, structural marginalization, knowl-
edge, and agency. Whereas queerphobia is a common practice in educational 
institutions, the reappraisal and inclusion of realities outside of cis- and het-
eronormativity are predominantly ignored (Gray, 2023, pp. 27–28). This can-
not be done without an intersectional approach because the artificial separa-
tion of categories such as race, class, gender, and sexuality cannot demon-
strate a realistic and complete prospect of identity (Gay, 2023, p. viii). This 
article aims to demonstrate how queer realities as well as the instruction for 
challenging the cis- and heteronormative gaze can and why it should be in-
cluded in ELT. More specifically, it argues that teachers should centralize the 
students’ personal interests to promote social justice regarding the represen-
tation of various genders and sexualities. 

Hence, I begin by giving an insight into the theoretical concepts of taboo lit-
eracy, queer critical literacies, and intersectionality as they are closely related: 

• The “suggested taboo categories are […] related to issues of social 
(in)justice and (un)equal power relations, which can be related to the 
areas of race, class, gender, and disability” (Ludwig & Summer, 2023, 
p. 9). Especially the usage of language – how power dynamics are es-
tablished, solidified, and shattered – plays a role. 

• Even if Ludwig and Summer “introduce taboo literacy as a goal of crit-
ical literacy” (2023, p. 4), it cannot be equated. Critical literacies imply 
coming from a determined perspective and aiming to take responsibility 
for forthcoming social changes – strictly speaking social justice – and 
not only dealing with tabooed topics in school as they exist in every 
domain. 

• The concept of queer critical literacies is shaped by Govender and An-
drews’s proposal. As a call for future academic work, they ask to see 
how their framework is used “to structure critically reflexive accounts 
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of curriculum design and pedagogical practice in primary, secondary, 
and higher education classrooms” (Govender & Andrews, 2022, p. 91). 

I will lay the theoretical foundation to, then, ascertain if the regulated guide-
lines (curricula, textbooks) fulfill the line of the approaches. Consequently, 
this paper outlines the current intentions regarding gender and sexuality that 
are compiled in the curriculum and put into practice through the textbook. For 
exemplary visualization, I inspect the present curriculum from North Rhine-
Westphalia. As a way to fill one segment of this gap in academic research and 
implementation in the school, this paper illustrates this discussion by means 
of a unit that embeds queer life-worlds within the existing materials. 

2 Teaching social justice: taboo literacy, queer critical  
literacies, and intersectionality 

The connection between social justice, gender, and intersectionality is foun-
dational to understanding and addressing the complexities of identity within 
educational settings, including the ELT classroom. It is insufficient to merely 
educate students on isolated sociopolitical topics; instead, effective education 
must emphasize the intersections of these issues to foster a deeper understand-
ing of how they interact and shape individual experiences. Reflecting on one’s 
identity requires an awareness of how societal classifications influence one’s 
position within various power structures. My approach to teaching critically 
is rooted in both political and identity-forming perspectives, recognizing that 
education is a powerful tool for social transformation. The following sub-sec-
tions will delve into the topic of teaching queerness by examining it through 
three key aspects: incorporating tabooed topics in school, exploring (queer) 
critical literacies, and educating with an intersectional approach. 

2.1 The controversy of addressing taboos  

When teachers introduce topics such as mental health, sexuality, or discrimi-
nation, they risk creating discomfort and ambiguity for every participant (Al-
ter & Fuchs, 2023, p. 51; Braselmann, 2023, p. 171). In that, the field has long 
been praised by perspectives that education should remain ‘neutral’ ergo not 
include or negotiate sociopolitical topics that students encounter in and out-
side of the classroom anyway. Materials have been ‘norm washed’ in the past 
(Ludwig & Summer, 2023, p. 15), which impeded facing controversial topics 
through common textbooks. Issues that are a product of everyday lives are 
raw and unfiltered, but their adjustment for school can be time-consuming for 
teachers (Ludwig & Summer, 2023, p. 16).  
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Recent research in the field shows that taboo topics have long been sidelined 
in ELT: Ludwig and Summer (2023), for instance, have begun to fill a long 
overdue research gap. In academia, the exclusion of controversial topics is 
called ‘parsnip policy’. PARSNIP is an acronym for various tabooed topics 
such as porn, politics, alcohol, religion, and -isms – many topics that fall 
within the environment of students or teenagers in general. This is one im-
portant justification that makes ‘parsnip’ issues highly relevant for foreign 
language teaching. From the same collected volume, Summer and Stein-
bock’s study on student-oriented teaching, for example, shows the importance 
of involving tabooed topics. On one hand, half of the participants expressed 
that they are interested in the topic of sexualities in their spare time. Simulta-
neously, Summer and Steinbock state that “57.4 % of participants stated that 
they had never talked about homosexuality […] [and] 77.6 % never addressed 
gender reassignment in class” (Summer & Steinbock, 2023, p. 75). Further 
on, the participants not only assess ‘parsnip’ issues as essential in school ed-
ucation but also ask for them in ELT (p. 77). As a result, it seems obvious that 
tabooed topics, especially gender and sexuality, are not as involved as the 
students would like them to be. Centering lessons around the students should 
not tolerate avoiding such issues because they might be uncomfortable to 
teach (Alter & Fuchs, 2023, p. 52; Braselmann, 2023, p. 170). 

One way of handling discomfort is addressing a topic through fictional liter-
ature and characters. Considering a perspective that is separated from one’s 
own opens another space of discussion: the Didaktik des Fremdverstehens. It 
builds upon the elemental assumption that the switch to an internal perspec-
tive of another (fictional) person “allows them to incorporate hitherto alien 
aspects of the other culture into their world-view, and overcome prejudices 
and stereotypes” (Fuchs & Könemann, 2018, p. 137). The students learn to 
differentiate between their personal feelings and fictional ones, which can en-
sure privacy (Alter & Fuchs, 2023, p. 53). König describes the negotiation of 
fictional situations as a safer space because the student has the position of the 
‘concerned friend’ (König, 2018, p. 139). This feeds two birds with one 
scone. Analyzing gender on the basis of fictional characters does not neces-
sarily oppose another crucial concept, namely learner-centeredness, which is 
desired from both the students’ side and from critical literacies (Vasquez, 
2017, p. 7). In fact, the concepts can be easily combined as the latter may 
include working with fictional texts as well. 
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2.2 From critical literacies to queer critical literacies 

As presented in the previous subsection, teaching social justice is a delicate 
and highly sensitive topic. However, there are specific approaches in lan-
guage education that can help both teachers and students work towards social 
justice in and outside of the classroom. The subsequent approaches give an 
insight into how to deconstruct injustice as well as power dynamics through 
texts and other forms of media. 

Scholars describe the ideological perception that heterosexuality and being 
cisgender are the predominantly accepted systems in modern Western society 
(Regan & Meyer, 2021, p. 1). More specifically, this perception influences 
other domains in life like parenthood, the workspace, or relationships. When 
activities differ from the ‘norm’, these practices are socially rejected or 
stamped as ‘abnormal’ (Regan & Meyer, 2021, p. 1). Individuals and groups 
that challenge these norms are marginalized and discriminated against on a 
structural basis. The view of gender as a binary radically excludes queer peo-
ple from society and impedes their daily lives. Vice versa, being seen as 
straight or cisgender unveils structural privileges and personal security. These 
patriarchal norms have more impact than consent or ethics (Regan & Meyer, 
2021, pp. 1–2, 5–6). This contrast between exclusion and privilege under-
scores the necessity of critical literacies, which equip individuals with the an-
alytical tools to deconstruct entrenched norms and challenge the narratives 
that perpetuate exclusion and inequality. 

Critical literacies are rooted in different theories and teaching methods: The 
concept broadly originates from the Frankfurt School, a socio-philosophical 
school of thought from the 1920s that was highly influenced by critical theo-
rists such as Marx, Hegel, and Adorno. Another influential work has been 
Freire’s contribution to critical pedagogy, Pedagogy of the Oppressed (1970), 
which gave a ground-breaking insight into relations within the classroom and 
society, not only for Brazil but for the rest of the world as well. These two 
examples of 20th-century concepts show the interdisciplinary linkage of crit-
ical literacies (Vasquez, 2017, pp. 1–2). 

Critical literacies can be defined as a methodology to analyze and reflect on 
any communicational media. For school practices, it can be a “political ori-
entation to teaching and learning and to the cultural, ideological, and socio-
linguistic content of the curriculum” (Luke, 2014, p. 21). The critical engage-
ment with texts and media centers around power dynamics, contextualization, 
and social transformation (Luke, 2014, p. 25). Therefore, the learners do not 
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only focus on the content but also deconstruct the used language and how it 
transports power (Luke, 2014, p. 27). However, the definition of criticality 
and critical literacies are to this day very context-specific, making a broad, 
unanimous understanding almost impossible (see Louloudi, 2023; Pandya et 
al., 2022). To address this issue, several researchers have come up with a va-
riety of elements that can help break down what critical literacies can look 
like in the classroom. Vasquez (2017), for instance, has defined key aspects 
of critical literacies. 

(1) Its main purpose is to focus on sociopolitical debates and inequalities 
– i.e. power dynamics, agency, and social issues like class, race, and 
gender – impacting our language and our actions. The learners are 
guided to question the system: Its main premise, that “the world is seen 
as a socially constructed text that can be read” (Vasquez, 2017, p. 7), 
should make the foundation of working with critical literacies. Every 
subject and object can be analyzed in the classroom as it is dependent 
on someone’s position and biases. 

(2) The teachers should initiate the investigation of multiple perspectives. 
Critical literacies suggest that teachers ask critical questions to exam-
ine the status quo in society from various angles and to find possibili-
ties for change. This gives a better understanding that the learners’ un-
derstanding of the socially constructed object is influenced by their per-
spective. 

(3) Critical literacies demand student-centeredness. The reflective lens 
needs to be put into practice in connection to the students’ living envi-
ronment, knowledge, and daily experiences. Bringing your own mate-
rials and personal opinions into the discussion can enrich the outcome 
(Vasquez, 2017, pp. 7–8). Nevertheless, teaching the diversity of gen-
ders and sexualities should not go along with pressuring the students to 
make a statement about their emotional state, sexual orientation, or 
gender. Teachers should not build the lesson on the personal experi-
ences of all participants to minimize the risk of “violating their reli-
gious and political beliefs, their moral codex and sexuality” (Ludwig 
& Summer, 2023, p. 14) or traumas. 

In Germany, the discussion on critical literacies is now gaining more attention 
in ELT. With his anthology Kritische Fremdsprachendidaktik (2020), Ger-
lach edited one of the few German contributions that directly addresses criti-
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cal literacies. In this collection, Merse (2020) has highlighted how the teach-
ing of queer life-worlds is implemented internationally, concluding that a 
monosexual view is seen as the norm in classroom practice. At the same time, 
heteronormative images are constantly reproduced by textbooks and other 
common materials. Still, queer theory in school should not stop here and only 
(better) portray and represent the queer community, but in doing so, also look 
at the hetero- and cisnormative character of the representation and how gen-
der and sexuality are negotiated linguistically (Merse, 2020, p. 112). Exem-
plary depictions of LGBTQ+ realities should not simply be seen as an addi-
tion, but teachers should place them in existing subject areas in order to make 
productive use of content (Merse, 2020, p. 117). 

As Merse’s research has shown, many German ELT classes address this lack 
progressively: Plenty of German states, school laws, guidelines for sexuality 
education, and English curricula provide an option for dealing with the diver-
sity of sexual and gender identities. These, then, are expected to be imple-
mented and gain relevance in the classroom (Merse, 2020, pp. 107–108). It is 
insufficient to merely adapt the curricula; there is still a dearth of support for 
the implementation of the new guidelines. Consequently, there is a need for 
materials that engage in a rigorous examination of the social constructs. 
Merse suggests three dimensions of interventions for practical uses: the af-
firmative visualization of LGBTQ+ identities, the critical examination of het-
eronormativity, and the linguistic negotiation of sexual and gender identities 
(Merse, 2020, p. 112). 

To better address this distinction, Govender and Andrews (2022) have framed 
an approach and techniques to challenge cis- and heteronormativity in schools 
within the setting of teaching and learning. Educating through the lens of 
queer critical literacies as well as dealing with gender and sexuality means 

“confronting how (student) teachers, teacher educators, learners, institutions, 
curriculums, texts, media, academics, research, and even governments are im-
plicated in those power relations that [marginalize] or actively oppress non-nor-
mative gender and sexual groups while serving the interests of heteronorma-
tivity and (hetero)patriarchy.” (Govender & Andrews, 2022, p. 82) 

To do so, teachers are asked to pursue queering the context and content, dis-
rupting the commonplace of the cis- and heterosexual ‘standard’. Together 
with the students, they analyze different products of society to uncover ine-
qualities, stereotypes, and the use of language. Govender and Andrews sug-
gest tracking the hegemonic power structures, such as the heterosexual male 
gaze, in texts and medial presentations. Queer critical literacies also go along 
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with teaching the history of LGBTQ+ existence, resistance, adjustment, and 
persecution. Lessons should examine “how non-conforming identities and 
representations are shaped and to what extent they challenge and/or reproduce 
a range of norms” (Govender & Andrews, 2022, p. 84), which cannot be done 
without keeping in mind intersectionality. Even if or maybe exactly because 
there is not one right way to teach queer critical literacies, Govender and An-
drews propose a conceptual framework that includes five steps: 1. Question-
ing Representation, 2. Questioning Reading Practices, 3. Questioning Polic-
ing, 4. Questioning Knowledge, Assumptions and Meaning-Making, and 5. 
Questioning Self. Together, these phases aim to critically pursue the repre-
sentation, agency, and policy of queerness and queer people in society. 

2.3 Intersectionality and its practical use in the classroom 

Demanding an intersectional approach is a common phrase that appears in the 
outlook of many academic essays on critical literacies (Low et al., 2022, 
p. 315). However, it is my impression that far fewer dare to combine these 
techniques in practice. In one way, this could be because both theories are not 
necessarily rigidly formulated or point to a clear path of implementation. 

The academic world has broadly defined the framework and object of inves-
tigation of this complex approach: Intersectionality focuses on collective ex-
periences, such as diverse discrimination forms that certain groups make 
within society (e.g. Collins, 2019; Crenshaw, 1989; Meyer, 2017). In other 
words, it recognizes discrimination as a structural issue leading to marginali-
zation. Therefore, it does not look at singular characteristics of identities but 
rather at how specific sections like race, class, and gender are intertwined. 
These -isms and disempowerments stand in contrast to the personification of 
absolute privilege, namely the white, wealthy, elderly man (Meyer, 2017, 
p. 34).  

Historically, intersectionality developed from a thought of criticism. Various 
theories of intersectionality are compiled by people who are adversely af-
fected by it (Meyer, 2017, p. 22). It is deeply rooted in the research on the 
marginalization of U.S. black women. Hill Collins’s writings Black Feminist 
Thought (1990) and Race, Class and Gender: An Anthology (1992, together 
with M.L. Andersen) and Crenshaw’s essays “Demarginalizing the Intersec-
tion of Race and Sex” (1989) and “Mapping the Margins” (1991) are pioneer 
works for seizing intersectionality. They aimed to criticize the white or rather 
whitewashed, middle-class heterosexual, Western feminist movements of the 
second half of the 20th century (Meyer, 2017, p. 35). Crenshaw established to 
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recognize that intersectionality does not mean adding different forms of dis-
crimination, but an intertwinement on different axes (1989, p. 149). 

Discrimination is a structural problem that goes beyond individual experi-
ences. This also means recognizing social inequality, which is determined by 
privilege and discrimination. Moreover, the marginalization of minorities 
limits their self-determination. They must conform to norms, which rein-
forces collective oppression. This leads to violence from the dominant society 
(Meyer, 2017, pp. 73–79). The resulting power grid is labeled as the ‘matrix 
of domination’ of intersecting power dynamics (Collins, 2019, p. 239). 

Since this paper aims to show an exemplary insight into teaching the inter-
section of sex and gender in foreign language lessons, Butler’s Gender Trou-
ble (1990) is essential for the previously illustrated discourse.1 Butler over-
comes the typically Western distinction between the socially constructed 
‘gender’ and the supposedly natural ‘sex’. Both terms are socially constructed 
and are shaped through political discourse (Butler, 1999, p. 10). Women have 
to meet the standards of the male, white, and phallogocentric view. Butler 
recognizes the intersections of ‘sex’, gender, sexual practice, and desire: 
Western society heterosexualizes its participants and equates being female 
with femininity and being male with masculinity. Everyone is assumed to be 
‘naturally’ heterosexual until proven otherwise (Butler, 1999, pp. 20–27). 

By centering my paper around the intersection of gender and sexuality, I must 
recognize that this could easily fall into the trap of whitewashing intersection-
ality. Europe’s feminists tend to interpret gender as the most important com-
ponent and exclude race from the academic discourse. This Eurocentric view 
disregards that black, female activists developed it to fight the marginaliza-
tion within the feminist movement. In the past and today, the academic fem-
inist dialogue is predominantly white (Bilge, 2014, pp. 175, 191–192).2 

                                                           
1 Butler writes that the “masculine/feminine binary constitutes not only the exclu-

sive framework in which that specificity can be recognized, but in every other way 
the ‘specificity’ of the feminine is once again fully decontextualized and separated 
off analytically and politically from the constitution of class, race, ethnicity, and 
other axes of power relations that both constitute ‘identity’ and make the singular 
notion of identity a misnomer.” (Butler, 1999, p. 7) 

2 Bilge identifies a change in the last years: Black scholars’ “knowledge production 
is now recognized if regulated by the principles of white science, though of lesser 
value and severely limited to their own kind. While whites still have the authority 
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Since intersectionality is such a complex concept, only a few scholars are 
committed to including it in teaching practices. Even fewer have tried to ex-
plicitly make intersectionality a topic in schools: Naples’s article “Teaching 
Intersectionality Intersectionally” (2009) and Case’s anthology Intersectional 
Pedagogy (2017) raise awareness on how to implement the approach in and 
around (adult) education. Especially one of the newest academic works on 
teaching intersectionality, Carter and Vavrus’s Intersectionality of Race, Eth-
nicity, Class, and Gender in Teaching and Teacher Education (2018), shifts 
its focus to “analyzing the empowering dynamics of the resistance, resilience, 
and transcendence [of] marginalized groups [engaging] in opposition to op-
pression and exploitation” (Gay, 2023, p. vii). Gay invites readers to not only 
perceive intersectionality as an approach but also as a call for change.  

3 Relevant Bildungspolitik 

The following teaching unit is planned for students in the Einführungsphase 
of a German Gymnasium. By scheduling this content at a later point in school, 
I want to make sure that gender and especially sexuality can be discussed as 
part of their life-worlds. Therefore, they need to acquire a special set of vo-
cabulary that allows the students to negotiate a range of words in this stage of 
their life so that they start reflecting on complex and relevant issues. Learners 
at this age are teenagers who are confronted with puberty and its influence on 
their bodies and environment. The expectations that society has regarding 
their behavior change and contain a claim for responsibility. What makes pu-
berty such a highly precarious situation is that the learners’ experience is a 
finding process of their identity, negotiated between social media, social an-
ticipation, and personal hopes. 

Some of these students will be allowed to vote in German federal states or the 
EU and therefore should get in touch with political ideas, structures, and 
promises. Considering the politicization of queerness, knowledge on gender 
and sexuality has to be negotiated in school. Many right-winged parties – 
populist and extremist – actively stigmatize queer people and restrict the free-
dom of minority groups. However, teaching critically does not automatically 
need to orientate oneself towards a party, as it rather focuses on power rela-
tions and language. Democracy and social participation are to be encouraged 
(Gerlach, 2020, p. 18). 

                                                           
to produce knowledge on non-whites, the opposite is less valid” (Bilge, 2014, 
p. 193). 
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Queer adolescents deal with their non-heterosexual or non-cisgender experi-
ences. This can be followed by insecurities about their inner coming out and 
thoughts about whether or how to communicate them to their environment 
and how to meet partners. Trans and gender-non-conforming young people 
might also experience physical developments during this time that do not cor-
respond to their gender perception (Krell & Oldemeier, 2017, p. 193). At this 
age, the pressure to adapt to the cis- and heteronormative behavioral struc-
tures increases and can lead to psychological strain (Krell & Oldemeier, 2017, 
pp. 193–194). Aside from the internal pressure, discrimination, and external 
forces are common experiences for members of the LGBTQ+ community in 
educational institutions. Hushing non-heterosexual and non-cisgender life-
styles or making fun of queer people contributes to the fact that coming out 
in school remains ambivalent and difficult for many adolescents and young 
adults. Krell and Oldemeier’s study illustrates that four out of ten adolescents 
state that they have experienced discrimination within places of education and 
work. More than half of the adolescents and young adults stated that they had 
experienced discrimination at school in the form of verbal abuse, insults, and 
ridicule (2017, pp. 105–114). Krell and Oldemeier’s research shows that we 
cannot omit an intersectional perspective because the conceptions of lesbians 
and gays, for instance, differ in how society treats them. 

The Ministry of Education in North Rhine-Westphalia published a new ver-
sion of the curriculum in 2023 that, in contrast to the curriculum from 2014, 
explicitly addresses gender- and sexuality-related diversity (MSB NRW, 
2023, p. 9). While the previous standard curriculum was centered around in-
tercultural competencies, the subsequent one covers broader, multidiscipli-
nary objectives like education on human rights, politics, democracy, digital 
media, sustainability, and gender (MSB NRW, 2023, p. 8). Thus, the teachers 
are instructed to encourage multiperspectivity in practice. This includes the 
willingness to meet other people without prejudice and critically understand 
individual life-worlds. Especially the newest curriculum for North Rhine-
Westphalia’s Einführungsphase of the gymnasiale Oberstufe consolidated the 
thematic field of the opportunities and challenges of young people regarding 
ethnic, cultural, social, sexual, and gender diversity (MSB NRW, 2023, 
p. 18). Hence, one could argue that queer critical literacies could be under-
stood as part of addressing diversity in the ELT classroom. 

So, how do queer critical literacies and the standard curriculum in this Ger-
man federal state align? To simply think that queer critical literacies are di-
rectly included would be short-sighted. Yet, both directions share certain val-
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ues and aims in teaching. Particularly the current version sets political educa-
tion, social responsibility, and social justice matters as fundamental goals for 
accomplishing the educational mission of schools (MSB NRW, 2023, p. 9). 
Still, intercultural communicative competencies, based on Byram’s concept 
(1997), are a major aim of ELT. They have been criticized for their static view 
of culture and understanding of ‘self’ and ‘other’ (e.g. Louloudi, 2023, p. 333; 
Plikat, 2017). 

Furthermore, the decision on what topics to cover should be student-oriented. 
The curriculum and critical literacies agree upon the aim to propose active 
and responsible participation in shaping their personal lives (MSB NRW, 
2023, pp. 9–10). Nevertheless, the core issue of critical literacies, teaching to 
question power structures, individual and structural discrimination, and 
agency, is neither openly communicated nor requested. Including gender and 
sex issues is a corresponding sign toward queer critical literacies. What is 
missing now is a permanent critical view, with which topics like race, class, 
ability, and gender can be worked through. 

Queer critical literacies are particularly suitable to teach in foreign language 
classes because they embrace the components of culture, literature, and lan-
guage. König demonstrates how teachers can access gender reflection by an-
alyzing the status quo of language. The alleged binary system of gender and 
patriarchal structures is constructed and can be uncovered in ways to speak. 
Various genders and sexualities are part of every society, which makes them 
relevant for intercultural learning and developing such competencies (König, 
2018, pp. 34–35). Through foreign language negotiations of gender, the pro-
cess of teaching and learning is slowed down and reduced in complexity. 
Then, the students have the possibility to translate step by step and talk about 
gender-related phenomena that are not (yet) normatively occupied in their 
minds. Some emotional topics can be verbally expressed in an easier way 
through another language because it builds a certain distance between the 
speaker and its content (König, 2018, pp. 36–37). Ideally, the teachers allow 
the students to have a say regarding content. Due to the learner-centeredness 
in critical literacies, the students’ desire to communicate can rise. However, 
connecting to their life-world can carry the risk of initiating discomfort and 
silence (König, 2018, pp. 321–325). In the following, I will present a teaching 
unit that gives the students the possibility to address their personal interests 
without losing sight of the curriculum and to negotiate gender and sexualities 
in a productive manner. 
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4 Lesson design 

The following teaching unit (see also Table 1) consists of five lessons, each 
of which will roughly be 90 minutes long. First, a general overview of the 
teaching unit is introduced to then focus on a more detailed presentation of 
one of the included lesson plans, with all the goals, competencies, and partic-
ularities relevant to the curriculum. It is my goal to follow the intersectional 
approach without confronting the students with the exact definitions and con-
tradictions. In other words, I aim to break down the essence of intersectional-
ity without simplifying it. Thorsten Merse pleads for including topics such as 
gender and sexuality in the already existing agenda considering that the cur-
riculum is constantly loaded. Doing justice to the agenda and the students can 
be difficult for teachers. Queer critical literacies should be anchored and 
linked to the present subject areas (Merse, 2020, p. 117). One advantage is 
that the students will not get the impression of gender and sexuality as some-
thing that is separated from their daily lives. The linkage to existing 
knowledge gives relevance to topics outside the cis- and heteronormative ide-
ology. This unit, for example, is tied to the curriculum by touching on topics 
like South Africa as an English-speaking reference culture, digital and social 
media, different forms of literature, challenges for young people, and shaping 
the future. 

Table 1: Overview of the teaching unit (own presentation) 

Lesson Queer critical literacies Content 

1 Questioning Representation 
and Reading Practices I 

Challenging heteronormativity 

2 Questioning Representation 
and Reading Practices II 

Cape Town as the ‘gay capital’, 
identities of queer people 
Exclusion within the LGBTQ+ 

3 Questioning Policing Inclusion in and exclusion from poli-
tics, institutional handling of queer-
ness 

4 Questioning Knowledge, As-
sumptions, and Meaning Mak-
ing 

Restricted knowledge, safety on the 
internet 

5 Questioning Self Project design on queer representa-
tion and allyship 
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1. Govender and Andrews’s plan is stipulated in a way that begins with Ques-
tioning Representation of Queer People and Experiences. To introduce the 
unit about queer identities, the teacher can ask the students about what they 
think belongs to the nature of identities. Most likely, terms like sexuality and 
gender will be named because they influence our everyday lives. Then, the 
teacher can initiate the use of a digital mind map while they deepen their 
knowledge of gender and sexuality. Braselmann suggests this method of 
drawing mind maps with -isms, privileges, and forms of discrimination to 
visualize possible overlaps and intersectional relations (2023, p. 175). The 
students should bring together their already existing knowledge on these mat-
ters. Thereafter, the focus needs to be drawn away from their own identity 
and experiences since access to queerness should not begin on a personal level 
that might overstrain their emotions. I propose to introduce one part of queer-
ness through short stories. In the sense of queer critical literacies, the attention 
shifts to Questioning Reading Practices. 

2. The second sequence of this unit also aligns with Govender and Andrews’s 
Questioning Representation and Questioning Reading Practices to negotiate 
queer critical literacies. The primary learning goal is to deconstruct the exclu-
sion within the queer community that underlies the concepts of intersection-
ality, sexualization, and capitalism. It is essential for students to understand 
the various forms of resilience, with Cape Town – renowned for its diverse 
and vibrant LGBTQ+ community – serving as an illustrative case study. A 
subsequent analysis will examine this session in greater detail, addressing the 
methodological and content-related aspects in a comprehensive manner. 

3. The third lesson, Questioning the Policing of (A)Gender and (A)Sexuality, 
centralizes the school policy on gender and sexuality and reflects on the re-
quirements of the North Rhine-Westphalian curriculum. In the first working 
phase, the students are invited to deconstruct school policies. The methodo-
logical-didactical implementation is linked to Chris Richards’s requests for 
future research: He wishes to see an investigation into “how these identities 
are represented, if at all, in ELT materials and how this particular silence can 
be addressed in an inclusive way” (Richards, 2022, p. 172) after analyzing 
main-stream classroom materials like textbooks. In the second working 
phase, the instructor hands out the German and Scottish curricula. In the late 
2010s, the Scottish government established an LGBTQ+ inclusive education 
working group and thereby embedded a queer-friendly teaching policy in 
their national core curriculum (TIE, 2020). Because the curriculum functions 
as the basic element for the construction of the textbook, the students need to 

https://doi.org/10.11576/pflb-7899


Schillings 245 

PFLB (2025), 7 (2), 230–256 https://doi.org/10.11576/pflb-7899 

contemplate what effect the documents have on teaching and broadly on their 
lives. 

4. Questioning Knowledge, Assumptions, and Meaning-Making is the focus 
of the fourth lesson in this unit. As an exemplary realization, I chose the topic 
of dating outside the cis-heteronormative concept. Digital media have had an 
enormous influence on the construction and empowerment of queer identities 
(Fox & Ralston, 2016, p. 635). Especially online dating is a part of queer cul-
ture because it can be a safer and more anonymous way to meet people for 
sex, friendship, and romantic intentions (Fox & Ralston, 2016). Individuals 
that do not fit into cis- and heteronormativity can use these platforms to avoid 
confrontations vis-à-vis and decide beforehand if they like to meet the person. 
Yet, the advantages can quickly become its downside: Anonymity can be ex-
ploited.3 To conclude the lesson, the teacher shows the website Queering the 
Map (https://www.queeringthemap.com/) to the students. Locations on the 
map are commented on by people from the LGBTQ+ community who share 
their experiences and associations with the chosen place. This collaborative 
cartography marks queer memories, unfolding their realities and their indi-
vidual agency. The comments are set worldwide, showing queer love in coun-
tries where it is forbidden; every place has its own queer history. 

5. In the fifth and final lesson, the students follow Govender and Andrews’s 
Questioning Self. One essential part of critical literacies is the reflection of 
personal biases as socially constructed and the possibility to actively chal-
lenge the predominant power dynamics that cause systematic discrimination 
(Govender & Andrews, 2022, p. 89). Instead of implicitly enforcing this re-
flection like in the past lessons, this sequence aims to explicitly call for social 
justice and gives options to do so. On the basis that the teacher has built over 
                                                           
3 For many people, the internet functions as an intangible space where you cannot 

hold them accountable for their words. By the exclusion of topics that fall under 
the spectrum of PARSNIP-taboos, (media) literacy loses its authenticity. Haskins 
and Ludwig demonstrate in their article “Let’s Talk about Sexting” how to imple-
ment such tabooed topics in the classroom and state that “in the digital age, it is 
important to encourage young adults to think about their own actions online and 
make them aware of possible (often life-long) consequences that may follow from 
them: essential skills in the digital skills landscape” (2023, p. 141). Many teenag-
ers will probably use online dating platforms one day and should learn their ben-
efits and risks rather than be told to demonize them. Not only dating platforms are 
used to connect with individuals romantically and sexually; Instagram and other 
forms of social media are filled with sexbots and people that show abusive behav-
iors. 
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the last sessions, the participants should negotiate their role as allies together. 
Being an ally also means being open-minded when situations and people oc-
cur that are not fulfilling the cis- and heteronormative view or the male gaze. 
These strategies are the foundation of respectful behavior and should be ex-
panded to a point where the students will actively advocate queer realities and 
oppose individual and structural violence to enforce social justice. 

As previously stated, this section will provide a more comprehensive over-
view of the second session (see Table 2). The topic of Cape Town is particu-
larly suitable for English lessons as it is referenced in numerous textbooks on 
South African history and culture. This is likely to facilitate the consolidation 
of prior knowledge about the country and its history. Particularly the infor-
mation on apartheid should already be firmly established in the students’ 
minds, given the comprehensive nature of the lesson plan. Covering Cape 
Town in ELT offers an opportunity to challenge the Eurocentric perspective 
and reflect on stereotypes associated with African countries and their individ-
ual approaches to queerness. 

Table 2: Second lesson: Questioning Representation and Reading Practices II 
(own presentation) 

Phase Topic Method Materials 

Introduction Evoke background knowledge: 
What do you remember re-
garding Cape Town and apart-
heid? How does Cape Town 
celebrate Pride Month?  

plenum textbook 

Working (I) Research different queer-
friendly hotspots, events, 
places, and pictures on the in-
ternet. 

group pictures and texts 
from their research 

Collecting Describe what you have found 
in your research. Together, we 
can add the information to the 
digital mind map. 

plenum digital mind map 

Transfer (II) Read the following article on 
the South African language 
Gayle and point out the main 
aspects. 

with a 
partner 

Tanya Olckers’s ar-
ticle “Gayle: South 
Africa’s Secret Gay 
Language” (2023) 
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Phase Topic Method Materials 

Deepening 
(III) 

Discuss how language can be 
used as a form of oppression 
or for the sake of reliance and 
empowerment. 
Write one tweet to explain 
your opinion and discuss the 
power of Gayle in a few sen-
tences. 

alone online tool to col-
lect all of the 
tweets  

Collecting Read out your tweets.  plenum online tool 

The lesson pursues the following learning objective: The students engage in 
a discussion on the extent to which language can be employed as a discrimi-
natory and empowering tool. This is exemplified by the case of Cape Town. 
Students describe how Cape Town, as the ‘queer capital of the world’, focuses 
on white, gay, young men who enjoy numerous privileges. The representation 
of gay men is sometimes stereotypical and sexualized. For them, this form of 
tourism offers public spaces to meet, for instance, saunas, clubs, and nude 
beaches. Groups such as black people, trans people, and lesbians, who do not 
have as many privileges, are excluded. Conversely, they discuss the empow-
ering potential of language for marginalized groups, such as Gayle, in Cape 
Town. 

In the first working phase, the students are divided into small groups and use 
their technical devices. Their task is to research via search engines to find 
hotspots for queer people existing in Cape Town. Online maps, pictures, and 
reviews are helpful tools for finding such places. As already mentioned 
above, the practice of critical literacies contains that the teacher asks decon-
structive questions. Suitable questions could be: 

• What spaces are developed to support queer living in Cape Town? 

• Where can they meet? For which queer group can Cape Town be a fun, 
safe travel spot? 

• Does it recreate a cliché you have in your mind? 

• How is queer sexuality portrayed? 

• Which LGBTQ+ groups are not seen? 

By dealing with these issues, the students will understand that Cape Town is 
not an inclusive place for every group within the LGBTQ+ spectrum: 
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“De Waterkant has in many instances not considered the inseparability of sex-
uality, race, gender, and class, and consequently, the particular dominance of 
gay white males within the Pink Village may raise questions about whether the 
physical space considers the inclusive rights of all oppressed communities and 
the extent to which pre-existing privileges (such as the white male privilege) 
have influenced the area’s demographic composition.” (Venske, 2015, p. 206) 

Cape Town profits immensely from this kind of tourism and financial ex-
penditure of white gay men. Lesbians, trans, or asexual people are not thought 
of in this kind of hedonistic experience. Simultaneously, the capital supports 
the cliché of the partying, young gay community. When the participants in 
the classroom take the online pictures into account, the photographed people 
are either shirtless and ‘homomasculine’ or dressed in drag. The existing 
cruising zones and saunas are commercializing and opening a safe space for 
the sexual activities of white, upper-class, gay visitors from Europe. The male 
gaze plays an essential role because the queer culture in Cape Town is devel-
oped and reinforced by the desire of wealthy men. Together with their 
knowledge of apartheid, the students can complete the picture of which 
groups are excluded nowadays from the flourishing pink tourism. By actively 
searching for queer spaces, they get an insight into a realistic scenario that 
queer people might face when looking for safer spaces. Finding a destination 
for vacation is done with caution for members of the LGBTQ+ community. 

Reygan states that lesbian invisibility originates in the patriarchal structures 
of post-apartheid Cape Town. This especially applies to “Black lesbian 
women in South Africa, whose sexuality is constructed by reactionary voices 
as outside of ‘tradition’ and ‘Africanness’ and therefore subjected to a form 
of genocide and the attempted eradication of lesbian existence” (Reygan, 
2016, p. 95). Proving his thesis, Reygan analyzed queer print media and ex-
plains the predominant lesbian invisibility in Cape Town’s history: Due to 
apartheid, lesbian sex was considered to be impossible. Lesbians, black 
queers, and people living in poverty are excluded from the consumerist ‘gay 
culture’ that develops into a privatized and monetarized neighborhood in 
South Africa. These groups within the queer community were silenced but 
actively work against their marginalization (Reygan, 2016, pp. 91–96). 

Yet, teaching queer critical literacies goes beyond the confrontation of op-
pressive systems. The students are asked to think a step further and “[explore] 
resistance, reconstructions of identity, and subversion” (Govender & An-
drews, 2022, p. 84). One form of resistance is Gayle, a language that emerged 
from the queer, non-white working class. Even if some words in Gayle were 
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adopted by the white, gay, male patriarchy, it originally secured safe discus-
sions for people with fewer privileges. Gayle is a form of opposition against 
heteronormativity and a protective shield that enabled queer people to talk 
freely without fearing persecution. This language influenced subcultural iden-
tities and empowered communities. Queer critical literacies attempt to decon-
struct language and its social effects since “it is linked to discomfort around 
sex and sexuality” (Govender & Andrews, 2022, p. 88) and allows question-
ing the power and influence of its use. Gayle disrupts the patriarchal hegem-
ony and stands for diversity. The second working phase of the lesson involves 
a reading task: For the application to the classroom, I propose the reading of 
Tanya Olckers’s article “Gayle: South Africa’s Secret Gay Language” (2023) 
from the online platform mambaonline.com, as it not only informs shortly but 
also gives some examples. This text gives an insight into the exceptional lan-
guage and can open the final discussion on how linguistics and queer re-
sistance are intertwined. 

5 Role of the teacher and possible limitations 

Before discussing possible limitations of teaching queer critical literacies, the 
following paragraph outlines exemplary issues that teachers need to calculate 
when targeting queerness: recognizing color, sensitivity to discriminating lan-
guage, as well as self-awareness and managing their own queerness. In pro-
moting gender reflection in foreign language teaching, a basic knowledge of 
gender theory is necessary. Being a teacher is accompanied by different priv-
ileges and disadvantages due to the predominant power structures. Their self-
awareness and the people’s external perception will shape the lessons funda-
mentally (König, 2018, pp. 226–228). Gay (2023) addresses the requirement 
of keeping the students’ identities in mind and writes that 

“it is ironic that many teachers attempt to ignore their students’ race or ethnicity 
or gender by being colorblind and culturally mute, while claiming to be com-
mitted to maximizing these students’ individual and human potential” (p. viii). 

This resilience against tackling racism also dismisses the hegemonic, patriar-
chal system that underlies our society. Individualizing discrimination cannot 
lead to social justice or activism in the next step, because then, everyone 
would be responsible for themselves. 

On the basis of self-reflecting processes, queer teachers need to handle the 
dilemma of outing themselves in front of students. By coming out, they nor-
malize queerness within the students’ everyday world, within the mainstream. 
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On the other hand, the learners might think that their queer teachers can rep-
resent a whole community and function as their personal ‘queer dictionary’. 
Here, the teachers should clarify that they can only speak from their own ex-
periences and academic expertise. This does not mean those openly queer in-
structors should center their lessons around their anecdotes but this practice 
can establish a safer space for possible queer students. It is not to say that 
non-queer teachers should not also teach this sequence. It is important that all 
ELT educators deal with it professionally and reflect on their internalized bi-
ases, but queer teachers might struggle with differentiating between personal 
and professional knowledge. It might seem inauthentic for teachers to deal 
with challenging cis- and heteronormativity while hiding their own queerness. 
Nevertheless, it can be crucial: Before outing themselves, they should feel 
secure. Having LGBTQ+ people in the immediate environment has been 
proven to be the best way to break down stereotypes (König, 2018, p. 233). 

This teaching unit is only one idea of how queer critical literacies can be ap-
proached in the German ELT classroom; however, there are certain limita-
tions that need to be explored with regard to our situated context: Daily news 
show what can happen if teachers deal with tabooed topics in the classroom. 
In Florida, USA, a school principal has reportedly been expelled for showing 
Michelangelo’s naked statue of David in Art class because parents com-
plained about its ‘pornographic’ character (Zips, 2023). Nudity is falsely 
equated with pornography. This exclusion of both leads to the shameful han-
dling of the body and its changes. There are numerous examples of teachers 
being fired due to queerness around the world. Incidents of such nature are 
not isolated cases. 

North Rhine-Westphalia’s school laws regarding sex education determine 
that interdisciplinary school-based sex education complements the one pro-
vided by parents. It aims to gain responsibility towards themselves and others. 
Sex education should support young people in developing their own values 
in questions of sexuality and enable them to deal with their own in a self-
confident manner. It serves to promote acceptance among all people regard-
less of their sexual orientation, identity, relationships, and lifestyles associ-
ated with them. Furthermore, parents should be informed about the imple-
mentation of this form of education (SchulG NRW, 2022/2005, § 33). 

This opens room for interpretation as to whether the planned lesson counts as 
sex education or teaching general knowledge. For this reason, teachers should 
check their scope of action with the school administration and, in a second 
step, perhaps with the parents. 
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Ludwig and Summer suggest that the teachers should reflect on their reasons 
for educating the tabooed topics and that they might discuss them with the 
students’ parents beforehand as the teachers must negotiate and justify these 
methods with legal guardians. Parents might be afraid of the school tempting 
or misleading their children in a way that is not compatible with their educa-
tion at home (Ludwig & Summer, 2023, pp. 15–16). The students’ legal 
guardians can intervene and sometimes will do so.4 Their possible involve-
ment should not be interpreted as predominantly negative because they can 
bring relevant references to the teenagers’ life-worlds when teachers decide 
not to shy away from the verbal exchange.5 

6 Conclusion 

Even if students are confronted with the topic of gender and sexuality in their 
everyday life, the incorporation of realities beyond cis- and heteronormativity 
is still stigmatized and tabooed in the classroom (Merse, 2020, pp. 107–108). 
The proponents of this policy seem to fear that teenagers, nowadays, will 
challenge the cis- and heteronormative traditions that predefine ethics and be-
havior without assessing the potential of these norms to harm and limit the 
LGBTQ+ community. 

To counteract this silencing of queer realities in school, this paper has dis-
cussed the necessity of centering queer voices and challenging the cis- and 
heteronormative ideology, even if the education of gender and sexuality on a 
‘non-biological’ level is tabooed in school. I have suggested considering Gov-
ender and Andrews’s (2022) concept for teaching queer critical literacies be-
cause it provides guidelines for profound practice. Confronting the students 

                                                           
4 As Wallace has shown in her bachelor’s thesis, parents can sometimes be hesitant 

when teachers introduce critical topics. The study suggests that the parents can 
feel threatened and uncomfortable (Wallace, 2023). 

5 Speaking from my personal experiences, planning lessons to specifically teach 
intersectionality has been difficult. Its complexity and missing uniformity of def-
initions make the approach challenging to modify. Students should not be con-
fronted with the extensive prevailing contradictions. This gives teachers the pur-
pose to make it tangible, comprehensible, and close to their realities. The knowl-
edge is explained to be adapted outside and inside the classroom as their demo-
cratic education goes beyond school walls. Educators should pursue the claim to 
present relations to democratic education in every unit because it is enshrined in 
German laws. This request can put pressure on teachers, but teaching with an in-
tersectional lens is worth the effort. 
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with various cultural and social identities in ELT can only be feasible with an 
intersectional approach. It prevents a generalization of marginalized groups 
and reflects on agency and resistance. The teachers need to go through an 
ongoing process of self-reflection regarding their own biases and their attitude 
toward discussing issues of race, gender, sexuality, and class in school. Yet, 
teaching critical literacies must be student-centered and, therefore, needs to 
be flexible. 

Moreover, my sample unit needs to be put into practice to test its implement-
ability and utility. The preparation of the lesson cannot end with one unit. 
Queer critical literacies and intersectionality should be part of every lesson, 
sometimes more implicitly than explicitly discussed. Both approaches prede-
termine perspectives and possibilities that can be conveyed beyond the class-
room. Additionally, one fundamental purpose is the dedication to social jus-
tice and, therefore, to promote respectful social interaction and democratic 
education to support students in becoming responsible citizens. 
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