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Abstract 

The school experiences of historically marginalized student populations have typically 

been overwhelmingly negative.  As a result, high schools have widely implemented 

diversity and inclusion programs aimed at improving the school experiences of students 

who represent historically marginalized identities.  Researchers have found that some 

student populations have experienced benefits as a result of these diversity and inclusion 

programs, including, as an example, African-American students.  Despite the improved 

experiences of some historically marginalized groups, transgender and gender diverse 

students continue to experience harm and other problem behaviors at school.  This 

Dissertation in Practice aims to better understand why transgender and gender diverse high 

school students are not realizing the same improved school experiences when compared to 

other historically marginalized students by exploring the possible role teacher attitudes, 

confidence, and comfort play in the transaction.  Closing the gap in understanding the 

reasons behind differences in student experiences could help school leaders develop 

intentional trainings, practices, and protocols to better support students in need. 
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

Introduction and Background 

Research has demonstrated that students from historically marginalized populations 

typically have some negative experiences at school, including less connection to teachers 

and peers, lower academic achievement, and lower rates of graduation (McGuire et al., 

2010).  Further research suggests that some historically marginalized groups of students 

(e.g. African American students) have reported improved experiences at school which 

research attributes to school-based efforts such as diversity and inclusion programs, 

intentionally diversified representation in school curricula, and diversity and inclusion 

themed teacher training, among others (Cook et al., 1999).   

One historically marginalized group which has continued to endure negative 

experiences despite these school-based efforts is transgender and gender diverse students.  

In fact, the social experiences of transgender and gender diverse high school students are 

typically overwhelmingly negative.  In one study, 96% of transgender and gender diverse 

students had experienced verbal harassment by peers and 83% reported physical 

harassment by peers (Sausa, 2005).  In another study, 69% of transgender and gender 

diverse students admitted feeling unsafe in school on a daily basis due to peer 

victimization (Greytak et al., 2009).  There does not seem to be research into the reasons 

why students from some historically marginalized populations have realized improved 

experiences at school while transgender and gender diverse students have not.   

This dissertation in practice will attempt to close that gap in knowledge by 

considering a potential contributing factor: differences in teacher attitudes, comfort, and 
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confidence in working with transgender and gender diverse students.  Specifically, it is 

possible that teacher attitudes, comfort, and confidence are different when working with 

transgender and gender diverse students compared to those when working with other 

historically marginalized groups, and that those differences contribute to negative 

experiences of transgender and gender diverse students at school.  Because ample research 

exists into the teacher attitudes, comfort, and confidence with African-American students, 

this particular group of historically marginalized students will be used for comparison.   

Statement of the Problem  

Middle adolescence, defined as ages 14-17, is a key developmental period with 

regard to personal identity formation (Tan et al., 2018).  Because schools are generally 

accepted as the primary social environment for children, teens in middle adolescence must 

form their identities within the complex social environments of American high schools 

(Tan et al., 2018).  Students undergoing this identity formation process benefit from 

school-implemented supports of their individual growth and development.  Schools and 

school districts are increasingly implementing social-emotional learning programs, 

diversity and inclusion initiatives, and other school-based anti-bullying programs with the 

goal of creating school communities in which a breadth of student identities can feel 

affirmed and welcomed (Evans et al., 2014).  While specific numbers are difficult to 

ascertain, a systemic review of such programs found that during a three-year span (2010-

2013) there was a 520% increase in purchase and implementation of 22 common diversity 

and inclusion, social-emotional learning, and anti-bullying programs available to 

individual schools and school districts (Evans et al., 2014).  Researchers have determined 

successes in these programs at encouraging prosocial student behaviors, reducing conduct 
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problems, and improving positive senses of self and others (Durlak et al., 2011).  However, 

even with the prevalence and documented success of these types of school-based 

programs, the in-school experiences of transgender and gender diverse high school 

students continue to be largely negative.  More than 69% of transgender and gender 

diverse high school students report experiencing bullying, harassment, or peer 

victimization on a daily basis in school (McGuire et al., 2010).  By comparison, only about 

30% of all high school students report experiencing bullying, harassment, or peer 

victimization on a daily basis (Evans et al., 2014).  Even cisgender (those whose gender 

and sex identities align) friends and allies of transgender and gender diverse students 

experience higher rates of harassment than those who do not identify as allies (McGuire et 

al., 2010).  Transgender and gender diverse students even report experiencing harm and 

marginalization at school as a result of teachers, staff, and administrators (Kuvalanka et al., 

2014).  

One of the primary reasons identified for this discrepancy between positive 

outcomes of diversity and inclusion, social-emotional, and anti-bullying programs and 

persistently negative transgender and gender diverse student experiences is the varied level 

of teacher involvement (McGuire et al., 2010).  A variety of studies have offered strategies 

to improve school experiences for transgender and gender diverse high school students by 

focusing on teacher involvement, including recommendations for direct intervention when 

harassment occurs, enforcement of policies prohibiting discrimination and harassment, 

creation and support of relevant co-curricular clubs (e.g. affinity groups), and inclusion of 

transgender and gender diverse representation in the classroom curriculum (Grossman et 

al., 2009;  Russell & McGuire, 2008; O’Shaughnessy et al., 2004).  Nevertheless, Sausa 
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(2005) found that teachers infrequently intervened when gender-based harassment 

occurred, sometimes ignored school policies prohibiting peer-to-peer discriminatory 

behaviors, and exhibited a general unwillingness to take action when complaints were 

made by transgender and gender-diverse students.   

This study will examine whether teacher attitudes, comfort, and confidence in 

working with transgender and gender diverse students differs from their attitudes, comfort, 

and confidence in working with other marginalized students.  The goal is to understand 

whether differences in teacher attitudes, comfort, and confidence contribute to the 

discrepancy in high school student experiences so that schools can help transgender and 

gender diverse students realize the same benefits their peers experience from school-based 

supports. 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study is to compare the attitudes, comfort, and confidence of 

teachers when working with transgender and gender diverse students to their attitudes, 

comfort, and confidence when working with African-American students.   

Research Question 

The primary research question is:  Do high school teachers have similar attitudes, 

comfort, and confidence in working with transgender and gender diverse students when 

compared to African American students? 

The hypotheses to be tested are: 

H0: High school teachers have no significant difference in attitudes, comfort, and 

confidence in working with transgender and gender diverse students when compared to 

African American students.   
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H1: High school teachers have significant differences in attitudes, comfort, and confidence 

in working with transgender and gender diverse students when compared to African 

American students.  

A secondary research question is: Does experience working directly with 

transgender and gender diverse students result in higher measures of attitudes, comfort, 

and confidence when compared to teachers with no such experience? 

The hypotheses to be tested for this secondary research question are: 

H0: Experience of high school teachers working directly with transgender and gender 

diverse students has no significant impact on responses of teacher attitudes, comfort, and 

confidence when compared to teachers with no such experience.   

H1: Experience of high school teachers working directly with transgender and gender 

diverse students has a significant impact on responses of teacher attitudes, comfort, and 

confidence when compared to teachers with no such experience. 

Aim of the Dissertation in Practice 

The aim of this study is to close the gap in understanding why high school 

experiences of transgender and gender diverse students continues to be overwhelmingly 

negative.  By better understanding the roles of teachers in the persistence of these negative 

student experiences, it is possible that school leadership can design improved teacher 

training practices.  School leaders can also develop and implement more intentional school 

policies and protocols, be more intentional in hiring and onboarding practices, and 

thoughtfully cultivate a representative curriculum inclusive of diverse identities.  Doing so 

may ultimately help transgender and gender diverse students experience improved school 
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experiences, including reductions in personal harm such as bullying, harassment, and peer 

victimization, which should be a fundamental goal of any school leadership.  

Definition of Relevant Terms 

Language around gender identifications is continuously changing.  That is, as 

gender diverse populations and understandings of identity evolve, so too does the language 

used to define similarities and differences.  In the context of this study, the following terms 

will be used: 

Gender diverse: an umbrella term for any person whose gender identity is not strictly 

masculine or strictly feminine 

Gender non-conforming: Any person whose gender representation does not align with 

societal expectations or stereotypes for their gender  

High school: An educational institution for students in grades 9-12.  

Independent school: A private school, most often lacking religious affiliation 

Marginalized population: a group of individuals with a shared identity that has 

experienced systemic oppression over a prolonged period of time  

Transgender: any person whose gender does not match their sex assigned at birth 

The author recognizes that language is fluid, and care must be taken to represent 

gender identities accurately and respectfully.  At the time of writing, it is believed that 

these definitions represent the best practices around the use of gender language.     

Methodology Overview 

A quantitative, non-experimental design was used to compare teacher attitudes, 

comfort, and confidence in working with transgender and gender diverse students as well 

as African American students.  A previously validated survey measuring music teacher 
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attitudes toward transgender and gender diverse students (MT-ATTI) was adapted for the 

purposes of this research (Goff, 2014).  Surveys were distributed to high school teachers in 

Chicago area high schools.  A total of 196 responses were collected electronically via an 

online survey platform.   

The survey instrument includes 30 questions which measure teacher attitudes, 

confidence, and comfort regarding transgender and gender diverse students and African-

American students.  Questions are replicated on the survey so that most questions are 

applied toward both transgender and gender diverse students and African-American 

students.  Respondents answer each question using a five-point Likert scale.  Only 

completed surveys in which teacher respondents answer all questions will be included in 

results and analysis.  Surveys are completed and submitted anonymously.   

The independent variables examined in this study are attitudes, comfort level, and 

confidence level among teachers who have experience working with openly transgender, 

gender diverse, or African-American students.  The survey instrument includes questions 

about teacher experience in these areas.  Those responses can be compared against 

responses from teachers who have no such experience working with openly transgender, 

gender diverse, or African American students.  

Limitations 

The research methodology of this study creates limitations.  Administering the 

survey to participating teachers on a voluntary basis may have resulted in selection bias if 

only those interested in topics of gender diversity completed the instrument.  That is, some 

teachers may have chosen to not take the survey, and their responses may have differed 

from those who do take the survey in important but, ultimately, unknown ways.  Among 
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teachers who did take the survey, the use of a self-reporting measure may involve personal 

biases which might have influenced their responses.  An example could be social 

desirability bias among teachers who wanted to represent themselves as especially 

inclusive of transgender and gender diverse students, for instance, in ways that may not be 

totally accurate.     

Delimitations 

The survey was distributed to teachers working in high schools located in the 

greater metropolitan area of Chicago, Illinois.  It may be that responses would be different 

on surveys distributed in other metropolitan areas of the United States.  Additionally, other 

survey instruments or data collection tools (e.g. a qualitative study making use of 

interviews) may provide rich data not captured on a Likert scale.   

Personal Biases 

Personal biases may have influenced the study as well, but being conscious of those 

helped inform objective design and implementation of the methodology.  For instance, the 

researcher may have unintentionally framed survey questions in ways that lead to expected 

results, and the study could have suffered from confirmation bias.  Similarly, the survey 

instrument needed analysis to be completed, and the researcher tried to be objective in 

conducting that analysis.  Thoughtful application of statistical methods as well as the use 

of computer programs or second coders to analyze data helped mitigate these possibilities.   

Finally, increasing the sample size helps reduce bias so efforts were taken to 

maximize response rates.  The survey was distributed to eight different high schools, 

including parochial, private (non-denominational), and public schools.  A robust 196 
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completed surveys were collected which is believed to be a number which lowers the 

possibility of bias associated with small sample size. 

Reflections of the Scholar-Practitioner 

Several studies have highlighted the roles that educators play in facilitating 

supportive school environments for students (Luecke, 2011; Jones, 2015).  Students who 

are transgender or gender diverse experience harm and marginalization at alarmingly high 

rates within schools (Kuvalanka et al., 2014).  It is my belief that educators have a duty to 

care for all students regardless of the identities held by that student or the personal beliefs 

held by the teacher about those student identities.  To that end, the growth and relative 

success of school-based programs and initiatives aimed at providing teachers with tools, 

training, and vision to assist in creating more welcoming, inclusive environments is 

encouraging.  Nevertheless, when one group of students continues to experience persistent, 

serious harm at school in the way that transgender and gender diverse students have, it is 

important to pursue an understanding as to the possible reasons why that is the case.  

Doing so can only improve teacher and school practices, and create improved opportunities 

for transgender and gender diverse students to optimize their educational experiences and 

outcomes. 

This Dissertation in Practice has forced me to undergo a process of self-reflection.  

As a school administrator who works closely with high school students, including openly 

identifying transgender and gender diverse students, the attitudes, comfort, and confidence 

that this research examines among high school teachers are at work within myself, too.  It 

can be a difficult process to acknowledge personal shortcomings, and it is admittedly 

difficult to acknowledge the prospect of my own practices contributing to negative impacts 
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among students with whom I work closely.  Additionally, it can be difficult to adapt to new 

school environments or adopt new practices when one has been working in the field for 

more almost 15 years.  This process has made me conscious of modeling the self-refection 

and honesty needed to willingly accept one’s own complicity in perpetuating systems of 

bias and harm, and to be receptive to methods of change that will improve the school 

experiences for the students in my community.     

Summary 

It should be considered unacceptable that any student endures persistent patterns 

of victimization while at school, and yet transgender and gender diverse students do just 

that.  Schools and school districts have made attempts to combat these patterns of negative 

experiences by implementing diversity and inclusion, social-emotional learning, and/or 

anti-bullying programs.  However, while other historically marginalized populations have 

realized improved experiences at school as a result of widespread implementation of these 

types of programs, transgender and gender diverse students have not.  The aim of this 

study is to better understand the reasons for this difference.  

One possible explanation for this difference is that the attitudes, confidence, and 

comfort of teachers in working with transgender and gender diverse students remains less 

than when those same teachers work with other historically marginalized student identities.  

Teachers are commonly tasked with implementing diversity and inclusion, social-

emotional learning, and anti-bullying efforts within their schools, and so the differences in 

their attitudes, comfort, and confidence in working with different students may be limiting 

the efficacy of those programs.  Because of the available research on the improving 
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experiences of African American high school students, teacher attitudes, confidence and 

comfort in working with this group of students will be used for comparison.     

The dissertation in practice will contribute to the ability of school leaders to 

thoughtfully design and implement teacher training protocols and school-based practices 

which can improve the school experiences of transgender and gender diverse students. 
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW 

Introduction 

Middle adolescence is a key developmental period with regard to personal identity 

formation (Tan et al., 2018).  Students undergoing this identity formation process benefit 

from school-implemented supports of their growth and development.  To that end, schools 

are increasingly implementing diversity and inclusion, social-emotional, and anti-bullying 

programs with the goal of creating welcoming communities in which a breadth of 

emerging student identities can feel affirmed (Evans et al., 2014).  Research demonstrates 

success of these programs at encouraging prosocial student behaviors, reducing conduct 

problems, and improving positive senses of self and others (Durlak et al., 2011).  However, 

even with the prevalence and documented success of various school programs, the in-

school experiences of transgender, non-binary, and gender non-conforming high school 

students continue to be largely negative.  At rates that far exceed national averages, 

transgender and gender diverse high school students experience bullying, harassment, and 

peer victimization (McGuire et al., 2010).  Even cis-gendered allies of transgender and 

gender diverse students experience higher rates of harassment than those who do not 

identify as allies (McGuire et al., 2010).  One of the possible reasons identified for this 

discrepancy between successful diversity and inclusion programs and negative transgender 

and gender diverse student experiences could be low levels of positive attitudes, comfort, 

and confidence among teachers who work with them.  This study will examine the role of 

teacher behaviors in creating opportunities for transgender and gender diverse students and 

allies to realize improved school experiences. 
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This literature review will first introduce the topic of school-based diversity and 

inclusion, social-emotional, and anti-bullying programs.  Then, it will explore transgender, 

gender non-conforming, and non-binary identities, especially in the context of 

contemporary, American high schools.  Finally, it will review literature related to 

leadership of these efforts.  In summary, this literature review will present research 

findings about the persistent, negative experiences of transgender and gender diverse high 

school students despite the widespread implementation and success of school-based 

programs.  Special attention will be given to teacher involvement in both areas. 

School-based Programs to Promote Inclusive Learning Environments 

 School-based programs to promote inclusive learning environments take many forms, 

and specific content and delivery strategies depend largely on the needs of a given school’s 

student population.  Nevertheless, these diversity, inclusion, and social-emotional learning 

programs (among others) typically share certain goals.  Among the commonly shared goals 

are improved student self-awareness, emotional regulation, social awareness, and 

interpersonal skills (Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning, 2005).  

Highly developed competencies in these areas combine to foster elevated feelings of 

inclusion, belonging, and welcome in many students (Durlak et al., 2011).  Research finds 

that school-based programs delivered by teachers yield more positive student outcomes 

when compared to programs delivered exclusively by non-school personnel such as 

consultants or facilitators (Durlak et al., 2011).  Teachers and students alike found 

programs delivered by teachers to be sustained for longer periods of time within the school 

and more likely to effect desired changes (Durlak et al., 2011).  It is important for faculty 

and staff in high schools with diversity, inclusion, social-emotional learning, and anti-
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bullying programs to prioritize understanding their respective role in creating opportunities 

for positive outcomes of these programs to be realized. 

Types of Diversity, Inclusion, and Social Emotional Learning Programs in High 

Schools 

Most high schools use social-emotional learning (SEL) programs delivered by 

teachers within the existing school curricula as foundations for diversity and inclusion and 

anti-bullying work (Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning, 2005).  

That is, rather than require separate class periods be spent exclusively on developing 

competencies, subject area teachers weave it into their existing course content.  As an 

example, an English teacher may use the literary development of a fictional character from 

the course text to illustrate lessons in identity formation which students can relate to their 

own growth and development.  There remain overarching, school-determined learning 

objectives for students, but coordination among teachers across subject areas allows for the 

more personal learning objectives to be met within the context of existing school curricula.     

There are also multi-component programs that promote school-wide opportunities 

to reinforce or develop SEL and diversity and inclusion competencies (Greenberg et al., 

2003).  Multi-component programs use several touchpoints with students to deliver 

programming.  They might use dedicated classroom time specifically addressing an 

established curriculum, as well as school assemblies or other community times that 

reinforce material through the use of guest speakers, presentations, etc.  By extending 

learning opportunities outside of classroom time, students can distinguish new 

competencies as life skills rather than academic skills and better apply them in their own 



TEACHER ATTITUDES, COMFORT, AND CONFIDENCE 
 

 
 

15

lives (Tolan et al., 1995).  In these school-wide programs, teachers remain the primary (and 

preferred) means of program delivery.  

Impacts of Diversity, Inclusion, and Social-Emotional Learning Programs in High 

Schools 

Whether schools choose to deliver programs on a classroom level or school wide 

level, or perhaps in some combination of the two, research has found varied forms of 

diversity, inclusion, and social-emotional learning programs to be effective at meeting their 

shared objectives.  Effective school programs typically result in students “acting 

increasingly in accord with internalized beliefs and values, caring and concern for others, 

making good decisions, and taking responsibility for one’s choices and behaviors” (Durlak 

et al., p. 3, 2011).  These results within individual students combine to create positive 

effects at the school community level.  Specifically, schools have identified positive 

community-wide outcomes of programs including reduced levels of bullying, diminished 

peer violence, elevated sense of belonging, and more caring learning environments (Cook 

et al., 1999).   

A contributing factor to success of school programs is teacher involvement as 

primary to program delivery.  Research finds classroom teachers to be most successful in 

delivery of diversity and inclusion, social emotional, and anti-bullying program content.  

By using teachers to enhance non-academic student development, schools reinforce the 

caring teacher-student relationships that foster student commitment and bonding to school 

(Durlak et al., 2011).  Additionally, teachers who personally subscribe to the norms 

imposed by these school programs provide behavioral examples that encourage positive 

behaviors among students (Jennings & Greenberg, 2009).   
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Diversity, inclusion, and social emotional learning programs have been shown to 

provide measurable positive impacts encouraging inclusive community development 

among high school students, including those from historically marginalized and 

underrepresented identities.  Among the populations of high school students with the most 

researched gains from school programming are African-American males, female students 

in STEM subjects, and students with disabilities (Durlak et al., 2011).  While these 

outcomes are encouraging, transgender and gender diverse students have seen little 

measurable benefit from diversity and inclusion programs, and continue to experience 

social harm in high schools at disproportionately high rates (White et al., 2018).  Because 

of the discrepancies in realizing program benefits among these groups, comparison may 

illuminate some of the reasons why discrepancies exist. 

Teacher Attitudes, Comfort, and Confidence in Building Inclusive Schools 

Teacher attitudes, comfort, and confidence in being the primary method of 

content delivery when implementing diversity and inclusion, social-emotional learning, 

and anti-bullying programs are communicated to students by verbal and non-verbal means 

(Monson, 2013).  The success or failure of implementing these programs is often 

dependent upon what the teacher believes to be the merit of such programs and the 

teacher’s perception of institutional support provided to them.  Teacher attitudes toward 

the programs, as well as to the students targeted by the interventions, affects both teaching 

approach and the type of learning environment created by the teacher (Grieve, 2009). 

Successful implementation of diversity and inclusion, social-emotional learning, 

and anti-bullying programs requires a level of comfort in working with historically 

marginalized populations of students.  After all, the school programs discussed here most 
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frequently target those same populations of students.  Teachers who do not have 

experience with transgender or gender diverse students may not be comfortable using 

unfamiliar terminology, or may be worried about getting information “wrong”, and in so 

doing choose to avoid topics which are uncomfortable.  Teachers may sympathize with 

historically marginalized students on a general level, but their personal lack of comfort 

makes them feel more rejecting of the students who identify with the target population of a 

specific school program they are tasked with implementing (Cook, 2007).   

Teachers with positive attitudes toward inclusive practices as well as the students 

who benefit from them still need training, knowledge, and skills to work with transgender 

and gender diverse students.  Grieve (2009) and Goodman and Burton (2010) found that 

teachers who lack training, knowledge, and skills do not feel confident in implementing 

inclusive practices.  This lack of teacher confidence in their own abilities to work with 

diverse students is experienced by transgender and gender diverse students in harmful 

ways (Forlin, 2008).  Specifically, the students feel unsupported by, ignored by, and 

unimportant to the teacher (Forlin, 2008).   

Experiences of Transgender and Gender Diverse High School Students 

The social experiences of transgender and gender diverse high school students are 

typically overwhelmingly negative.  In one study, 96% of transgender and gender diverse 

students had experienced verbal harassment by peers and 83% reported physical 

harassment by peers (Sausa, 2005).  In another study, 69% of transgender and gender 

diverse students felt unsafe in school on a daily basis due to peer victimization (Greytak et 

al., 2009).  Verbal and physical harassment at school often happens in less monitored 

spaces such as locker rooms, hallways, and during transit to/from school (HRW, 2001).  
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Even when not being verbally or physically harassed, transgender and gender diverse high 

school students report enduring unwanted curiosity and other forms of negative attention 

from their peers (Grossman, 2009).  

Bias-related behaviors from peers is only part of the story, however.  Transgender 

and gender diverse students report harm originating from school policies and teachers as 

well (Rostosky et al., 2015).  Understanding what contributes to these negative experiences 

is an important undertaking.  

School Policy and Personnel Harm of Transgender and Gender Diverse Students 

The combination of actions and inactions created by school policies and enacted 

by school personnel may contribute to the negative school experiences of gender diverse 

students.  Many school policies designed to protect other marginalized populations do not 

provide protections based on gender identity or expression (McGuire et al., 2010).  Lack of 

gender-neutral bathrooms, gendered locker room environments, and no accommodations 

for gender fluidity in school dances or sports team participation are among the areas in 

which most schools lack sufficient trans-affirming systems (White et al., 2018).  

Additionally, school personnel frequently contribute to transgender and gender diverse 

student harm through behaviors such as using the student’s given name or incorrect gender 

pronouns when others have been identified as more appropriate (Sausa, 2005).  Sausa 

(2005) also found that teachers intervened less frequently when students were targeted by 

peers because of gender diversity than when students were targeted for racial or religious 

reasons.  Transgender and gender diverse students who did raise behavioral concerns to 

teachers were often met with ignorance, unwillingness to take expected disciplinary action, 

or teachers who blamed the victim for making a disagreeable lifestyle choice (Sausa, 
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2005).  Those negative experiences contribute to the ongoing experiences of harm to 

transgender and gender diverse students and inhibit positive identity formation in the 

context of school.   

Finally, it is important to note that schools are critical points of support for 

transgender and gender diverse students.  Transgender and gender diverse students often 

experience negative relationships at home because of their gender identities, and as a result 

may be less likely to seek support from their families for problems they experience at 

school (Grossman, 2005).  Transgender and gender diverse students are also more likely to 

have academic difficulties, more likely to have negative patterns of school attendance, and 

more likely to earn lower grade point averages than students who experience comparably 

less harassment.  At the same time, transgender and gender diverse students are less likely 

to seek school-based support to overcome any of these challenges (Greytak, 2009).  It is 

believed that perceptions of teachers as unsupportive or unsympathetic contribute to this 

phenomenon. 

Comparable Experiences of African American Students 

Contemporary research provides insights into the improved experiences of African 

American high school students.  It is readily acknowledged that there remains significant 

room for improved school experiences for African American students.  Promisingly, 

research indicates significant gains which have been made as a result of targeted school-

based interventions.   

Research correlates the racial climate of a school with school engagement of 

African-American students (Griffin et al., 2017).  School engagement is multi-faceted, and 

includes behavioral, emotional, and cognitive components (Griffin et al., 2017).  In the 
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context of this dissertation in practice, the emotional engagement of African American 

students in high school is most important.  Emotional engagement involves student 

connectedness to teachers and students as well as feelings of belonging, safety, and 

comfort (Jimerson et al., 2003).  Low emotional engagement results from negative school 

experiences such as peer harassment and social rejection (Graham & Juvonen, 2002).   

Twenty-two studies have shown significant association between school-based 

interventions and elevated academic achievement among African-American high school 

students (Same et al., 2018).  Explanation of the positive impact can be found by 

examining teacher practices.  Regardless of their own personal racial identity, teachers 

whose attitudes reflect their students’ right to learn, who establish cultural connections 

between their lessons and the lived experiences of their students, and who have high levels 

of comfort communicating with and to their students yield measurably positive academic 

and interpersonal outcomes among African-American students (Pitre, 2014).     

The attitudes, comfort, and confidence of teachers in working with African 

American students contributes to a school climate which communicates fairness and caring 

to African American students.  This, in turn, increases school engagement of those students 

and higher rates of positive school experiences (Mattison & Aber, 2007).  Correlated 

positive experiences include higher academic achievement, improved school persistence, 

and fewer reports of peer-to-peer harm (Griffin et al., 2017; Dotterer & Lowe, 2011).        

Summary 

School-based diversity and inclusion, social-emotional learning, and other anti-

bullying programs delivered by teachers are demonstrated to have profoundly positive 

effects on African American students who have been historically marginalized in high 
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school environments.  Despite the well-researched gains among some historically 

marginalized student populations, especially when teachers serve as program facilitators, 

transgender and gender diverse high school students continue to experience harm and 

harassment at alarming rates.  The goal of this literature review is to synthesize research 

about teacher-led school programs and transgender and gender diverse student experiences 

so that an improved understanding of the ways in which program implementation fail 

transgender and gender diverse students can be reached.   

This research aims to deepen the understanding of how school leaders can more 

intentionally support transgender and gender diverse students.  Creating school 

environments which are welcoming and inclusive to all historically marginalized students 

might help school leaders achieve their school’s academic and co-curricular goals as well 

as support their teachers.     
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 CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY 

Introduction 

Research has demonstrated that students from historically marginalized populations 

typically have negative experiences at school, including less connection to teachers and 

peers, lower academic achievement, and lower rates of graduation (McGuire et al., 

2010).  Additional research suggests that in recent years, some historically marginalized 

groups (e.g. African American students) have reported improved experiences at school 

which may be due to school-based efforts such as social emotional learning programs, 

intentionally diversified representation in school curricula, and diversity and inclusion 

themed teacher training, among others (Cook et al., 1999).  One group that has continued 

to endure negative experiences despite these school-based efforts is transgender and gender 

diverse students. 

There is a gap in research about the reasons for this specific discrepancy between 

the school experiences of transgender and gender diverse students when compared to 

African-American students.  This dissertation in practice will attempt to close that gap in 

research by considering a potential contributing factor in order to provide more insights 

into how school leaders can potentially improve the school experiences of transgender and 

gender diverse students.  Specifically, it is possible that despite school-based programs 

regarding diversity, inclusion, and social-emotional learning, teacher attitudes, comfort, 

and confidence remain lower in working with transgender and gender diverse students 

compared to those when working with other historically marginalized groups.  If 

transgender and gender diverse students sense these possible differences in teacher 

attitudes, comfort, and confidence, it may limit the ability of transgender and gender 
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diverse students to realize improved experiences at school.  This research will explore the 

attitudes, comfort, and confidence of teachers in working with transgender and gender 

diverse students relative to African American students, another historically marginalized 

populations of students.  

Quantitative measures provide data sets which can be statistically analyzed and 

compared (Babbie, 2017).  Statistical analysis removes subjective interpretation from the 

process and allows respondents to be the primary voices in determining outcomes.  Survey 

instruments can also help ensure anonymity by allowing responses to be transmitted 

electronically and aggregated with other responses.  Anonymous responses may improve 

the likelihood of honesty in responding to difficult subjects like the ones to be considered 

in this study.  

In summary, this Dissertation in Practice aims to contribute to the understanding of 

transgender and gender diverse high school student experiences.  Examination of the 

attitudes, comfort, and confidence of those working most closely with them may shed 

some light on why transgender and gender diverse students continue to experience harm in 

educational settings despite considerable efforts by schools to foster improvements. 

Research Question 

The primary research question is:  Do high school teachers have similar attitudes, 

comfort, and confidence in working with transgender and gender diverse students when 

compared to African American students?  The research that exists regarding improvements 

for African American students as well as their status as historically marginalized 

populations makes them effective comparisons for transgender and gender diverse 

students. 
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The hypotheses to be tested are: 

H0: High school teachers have no significant difference in attitudes, comfort, and 

confidence in working with transgender and gender diverse students when compared to 

African American students.   

H1: High school teachers have significantly different attitudes, comfort, and confidence in 

working with transgender and gender diverse students when compared to African 

American students.  

A secondary research question is: Does professional experience working directly 

with transgender and gender diverse students result in higher measures of attitudes, 

comfort, and confidence when compared to teachers with no such professional experience? 

The hypotheses to be tested for this research question are: 

H0: Experience of high school teachers working directly with transgender and gender 

diverse students has no significant impact on responses of teacher attitudes, comfort, and 

confidence when compared to teachers with no such experience.   

H1: Experience of high school teachers working directly with transgender and gender 

diverse students has significant impact on recorded means of teacher attitudes, comfort, 

and confidence in working with transgender and gender diverse students.  

Method  

Research Design Overview 

A quantitative design using adaptations to a previously validated survey instrument 

was used to evaluate teacher attitudes, comfort, and confidence in working with 

transgender and gender diverse students as well as with African American students.  All 

responses were collected electronically via an online survey platform.  Outreach soliciting 
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participation was made to school leaders at nine Chicago-area high schools, including 

public, private, and parochial institutions.  Participation in the survey was anonymous and 

voluntary. 

The survey instrument included questions regarding teacher attitudes, confidence, 

and comfort in working with different student populations in order to measure those 

dependent variables.  My adaptations to a previously validated survey of teacher attitudes, 

confidence, and comfort essentially replicated each question so that each question was 

applied toward transgender and gender diverse students and African-American students.  A 

few questions which do not apply to both identities were also included.  It is recognized 

that some students may identify as both transgender or gender diverse and African 

American, and that teacher experiences in working with these students may complicate the 

questions in their minds.  However, the survey asked teachers to consider each question in 

the context of a specific student identifier (transgender and gender diverse or African 

American) when responding to the prompt.  All responses will be recorded using a five-

point Likert scale which was determined to be appropriate because the survey will measure 

an ordering of responses.  Additionally, Likert scales create data which can be analyzed 

quantitatively to evaluate independent and dependent variables.   

An independent variable to examine is whether there is a difference in reported 

attitudes, comfort, and confidence among teachers who have experience working with 

openly transgender and gender diverse students as well as with African American 

students.  The survey instrument is intended to be hypothetical, but it will include 

questions about whether teachers have personal experience teaching students who hold 

these identities.  Those responses could be isolated from other questions, and the results of 
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just those questions analyzed for comparison against responses from teachers who have no 

such experience.  Determining whether there is a difference may yield interesting insights 

into the overall responses. 

Future sections of this chapter will explain the data collection strategy in greater 

detail. 

Participants 

The population to be studied is teachers in urban, American high schools.  My 

sample is teachers in Chicago high schools, including public, private, and parochial 

schools.  I limit my population to Chicago area high school teachers because that is the 

sample to which I have direct access, and also because it is sizable enough to yield a 

meaningful sample.  It is not clear to me that results from an entirely urban sample would 

necessarily apply to teachers in other contexts (rural high schools, for instance).   

Permission to survey teachers at a given school was initially sought from that 

school’s appropriate leadership, typically the principal or head of school.  Participating 

schools were selected from among the many high schools in Chicago, Illinois, using 

professional networks to identify potentially agreeable test sites.  The private high school 

in which this researcher is currently employed was not included in the outreach in order to 

avoid conflicts of interest. 

Data Collection 

Creswell and Creswell (2018) describe survey research as providing insights 

regarding trends and perspectives within a given population.  Appropriately descriptive 

questions can be thoughtfully designed to address the relationship between or among 
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variables.  This research study made use of a survey instrument in order to collect data 

about teacher attitudes, comfort, and confidence.   

The survey instrument for this research study was adapted from an existing, 

previously validated scale.  The original scale measured evaluated music teachers’ attitudes 

about school practices for transgender students (Goff, 2014).  The same scale was adapted 

and revalidated by researchers to measure attitudes toward inclusion among primary school 

teachers in Australia (Bartholomaeus et al., 2017).  Those authors also inserted questions 

to measure confidence and comfort, using questions adapted from their own previous, 

validated research (Riggs & Bartholomaeus, 2016).  Each question was scored on a five-

point Likert scale with responses ranging from strongly agree to strongly disagree.       

Adaptations to the existing scale included adjustments to questions in order to 

broaden the scope from attitudes, comfort, and confidence in working with transgender and 

gender diverse populations to include similar questions regarding attitudes, comfort, and 

confidence in working with African American students.  As an example, the existing 

measure asks respondents to react to “It is the responsibility of school staff to stop others 

from making negative comments based on gender identity or expression.” (Bartholomaeus 

et al., 2017).  In order to compare teacher reactions to this question with their reactions to a 

similar question about race, elsewhere in the survey a similar question substituted gender 

identity or expression with racial identity or expression.  

Data Collection Procedures 

Permission to survey teachers at a given school was solicited by asking the 

school’s leadership.  Depending on the school, this person was in the role of principal, 

division director, or head of school.  A total of nine high schools in the Chicago area were 
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invited to participate, including private, public, and parochial institutions.  If they agreed to 

participate, the school leader sent an internet link to the electronic survey instrument to 

their school’s teachers using that school’s internal email distribution procedures.  Teachers 

were asked to voluntarily complete the survey within two weeks of distribution after which 

analysis of responses could begin.  Other than communicating the link to their teachers, 

school leaders remained outside the data collection process and did not receive responses 

submitted by their schools’ teachers. 

The survey instrument was built using the SurveyMonkey internet site.  An 

introduction note included with the survey informs participants of the structure and 

purpose of the survey.  The introduction also reminds participants that the survey is 

anonymous and offers information about steps taken to preserve their anonymity, including 

not asking for identifying information and disabling the IP address collection feature, and 

that school leaders would not be able to access their individual responses.  The 

introduction note also includes the Creighton University Bill of Rights for Research 

Participants.  A full copy of the survey, including both the introduction note and the Bill of 

Rights for Research Participants is included in Appendix A.   

The survey itself consists of 30 multiple choice questions.  The questions ask 

respondents to respond using a five-point Likert scale, ranging from strongly agree to 

strongly disagree.  Only surveys which were completed in their entirety were included in 

the data analysis.  A full list of questions asked on the survey can be found in Appendix A.  

The general composition of the survey instrument is discussed in more details here.    

Questions one through sixteen asked teachers to respond to prompts relating to 

their work with transgender or gender diverse students.  There were questions which 
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intentionally explored attitude, comfort, or confidence.  An example of a question 

addressing attitude is: “Positive representations of transgender or gender diverse persons 

should be included in the curriculum where ever possible”.  An example question 

addressing comfort is: “I would feel comfortable speaking one on one to a transgender or 

gender diverse student”.  An example question pertaining to confidence is: “I feel 

confident talking about topics related to transgender or gender diverse themes.”   

Questions seventeen through twenty-eight surveyed teachers’ responses to prompts 

involving their work with African American students.  An example of a prompt related to 

attitude in this section is: “Positive representations of African Americans should be 

included in the curriculum where ever possible”.  An example of a question pertaining to 

comfort is: “I would feel comfortable speaking one on one with an African American 

student”.  An example of a question pertaining to confidence is “I feel confident talking 

about topics related to African American themes in my class”. 

Questions twenty-nine and thirty asked teachers to identify their level of experience 

working with openly transgender, gender diverse, and African American students. 

These examples also serve to illustrate the manner in which questions were 

essentially replicated in order to evaluate differences in teacher attitudes, comfort, and 

confidence relative to transgender and gender diverse students and African American 

students.   

It is believed that the data collected on this survey is reliable.  The responses were 

submitted voluntarily and anonymously.  There are no known professional or personal 

risks to respondents being open and truthful in their answers such that one could expect 

similar results if respondents were tested again.  Additionally, the survey instrument was 
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pre-tested on a small focus group in order to ensure clear wording and intent of each 

question.    

Data Analysis 

Respondent data was collected using SurveyMonkey.  The response data was then 

downloaded and then analyzed offline using SPSS.  Responses were recorded using a 

Likert scale which makes it possible to collate responses to each question on the survey 

instrument into a mean.  Overall means of responses based on the student population 

considered (transgender and gender diverse or African American) were determined for 

comparison of overall teacher attitudes, comfort, and confidence between these identities.  

Mean scores of teachers with experience working with transgender and gender diverse 

students were also determined for comparison to mean scores of teachers with no such 

experience.  The same comparison was made for teachers with experience working with 

African American students versus those with no experience working with African 

American students.  For the purposes of reporting and discussing findings, the scale has 

been recoded to reflect a range from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree).   

Mean scores are being compared between two variables (in this case, 

transgender/gender diverse students and African American students), and it is assumed that 

the dependent variable fits a normal distribution, so a t-test can be used to compare means.  

A t-test is used to compare means between two groups in order to determine what (if any) 

statistically significant difference exists.  Because this research study involves two primary 

groups of students, a t-test is the most appropriate statistical analysis technique to use.      
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Ethical Considerations 

This Dissertation in Practice asks respondents of a survey to consider topics of 

gender and race which are subjects that discomfort some people.  It is recognized that the 

survey may surface unexpected emotions in some participants.  For this reason, 

participation is entirely voluntary and participants may stop at any time. 

The survey was approved for distribution after review by the Creighton 

University IRB committee.  Please see Appendix B for a copy of the IRB approval letter 

and protocol number.     

Once IRB approval was obtained, a letter was sent to Chicago area high school 

leaders to solicit their school faculty’s participation in completing the survey.  The 

invitation letter made it clear that participation is voluntary, including at the school level 

but also for individuals within the school.  It also outlined steps taken to preserve 

anonymity of teachers who take the survey.  Specifically, it notes that no identifying 

information is asked and IP addresses are not collected with submitted responses.  A copy 

of this introductory letter is included as Appendix C. 

The survey instrument included an introduction note which reiterated the 

voluntary nature of the study.  Participants are made aware that they can stop at any time 

if, for any reason, they felt the need to do so.  Only completed surveys would be included 

in results.  The introduction posted to the survey also included the Creighton University 

Respondent Bill of Rights.  Both of these are documented in Appendix A. 

Additional steps were taken to actively minimize potential ethical concerns about 

confidentiality by de-identifying data.  In addition to the design strategy noted in the 

introduction letter sent to school leaders, collected data was handled with care as well.  
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Data was stored on a password protected laptop and required a second password to access 

the necessary spreadsheet.  Data has also been reported in aggregate.  That is, data has 

been considered, analyzed, compared, and reported as group responses rather than as 

individual responses.  It is hoped that the combination of these things reduces or eliminates 

any concerns about how the data was to be used.  

Summary 

This Dissertation in Practice represents research into an area for which there are 

gaps in knowledge.  There exists much research into the persistent negative educational 

experiences of transgender and gender diverse high school students, but little 

understanding as to the role teachers might play in contributing to that harm and exclusion.   

The research study represents a reasonable scope of inquiry with an accessible 

sample and appropriate population.  Use of a quantitative approach yielded anonymized, 

statistical evidence to be analyzed and interpreted.  The results can be compared using t-

tests to compare two groups (transgender/gender diverse and African American) which 

highlights similarities and differences in the attitudes, comfort, and confidence of teachers 

in working with these populations of students.  A survey instrument, approved by the IRB 

committee, and distributed to multiple high schools in the Chicago metropolitan area for 

voluntary completion by teachers employed at those schools during the 2019-2020 

academic year, was used to obtain the requisite data for analysis.  A better understanding 

of teacher attitudes, comfort, and confidence in working with transgender and gender 

diverse students may illuminate avenues for improved teaching training and practice.  

Ultimately, improved experiences and reduced harm among transgender and gender 

diverse high school students may be achieved. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: RESULTS AND FINDINGS 
 

Introduction 

The purpose of this study is to compare the attitudes, comfort, and confidence of 

teachers when working with transgender and gender diverse students to the attitudes, 

comfort, and confidence of those same teachers when working with African-American 

students.  Specifically examined will be what, if any, differences exist between results for 

teachers working with transgender and gender diverse students compared to their work 

with African American students.  The primary research question is:  Do high school 

teachers have similar attitudes, comfort, and confidence in working with transgender and 

gender diverse students when compared to African American students? 

The hypotheses to be tested are: 

H0: High school teachers have no significant difference in attitudes, comfort, and 

confidence in working with transgender and gender diverse students when compared to 

African American students.   

H1: High school teachers have significant differences in attitudes, comfort, and confidence 

in working with transgender and gender diverse students when compared to African 

American students.  

A secondary research question is: Does experience working directly with 

transgender and gender diverse students result in higher measures of attitudes, comfort, 

and confidence when compared to teachers with no such experience? 

The hypotheses to be tested for this secondary research question are: 
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H0: Experience of high school teachers working directly with transgender and gender 

diverse students has no significant impact on responses of teacher attitudes, comfort, and 

confidence when compared to teachers with no such experience.   

H1: Experience of high school teachers working directly with transgender and gender 

diverse students has a significant impact on responses of teacher attitudes, comfort, and 

confidence when compared to teachers with no such experience.   

Results 

The survey measure distributed for this research study was completed by 196 

respondents.  All respondents were high school teachers employed in the Chicago 

metropolitan area during the 2019-2020 academic year.  The survey measure was started 

by twelve additional respondents who did not complete the survey.  Their reasons for not 

completing the measure are unknown.  Only fully completed surveys are included in the 

results.  A copy of the full survey can be found in Appendix A.   

With regard to the primary research question, the results supported the hypothesis 

that high school teachers do have different attitudes, comfort, and confidence in working 

with transgender and gender diverse students when compared to their attitudes, comfort, 

and confidence in working African-American students.  (All comparisons significant at p < 

.01).  The null hypothesis was rejected by the findings.  The mean scores of responses were 

consistently higher (meaning more generally positive) among questions about attitudes, 

comfort, and confidence in working with African-American students when compared to 

those questions relating to attitudes, comfort, and confidence among teachers working with 

transgender and gender diverse students.  These results represented meaningful insight into 

a possible contributing factor in transgender and gender diverse students experiencing 
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comparatively less benefit from school-based, teacher-led diversity, inclusion, and social-

emotional learning programs.   

The secondary research question also had notable results.  The results of the survey 

supported the hypothesis that experience working with openly transgender and/or gender 

diverse students has a significant impact on the responses of teacher attitudes, comfort, and 

confidence.  (All comparisons significant at p < .01).  The mean scores on questions 

regarding attitudes, comfort, and confidence were consistently higher among teachers with 

experience working with openly transgender and gender diverse students when compared 

to the mean scores of teachers with little or no such experience. 

Findings 

Comparative Analysis 

The survey contained sixteen questions measuring teacher attitude, comfort, and 

confidence relative to work with transgender and gender diverse high school students.  

Responses were recorded on a five-point Likert scale.  For consistency, the same scale was 

used for all questions with responses ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly 

agree).  The survey also had twelve questions measuring teacher attitude, comfort, and 

confidence relative to work with African-American high school students with responses 

scored using the same Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree).  

Two questions asked about teacher experience working directly with openly transgender, 

gender diverse, and/or African American students.  Responses to these questions used a 

Likert scale ranging from 1 (None at all) to 5 (A great deal).    
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Teacher Attitudes 

Overall, the mean of responses to questions related to attitudes when working with 

transgender or gender diverse students was moderately favorable (M = 3.97, SD = 1.44).  

By contrast, the mean response to questions related to attitudes when working with African 

American students was more favorable (M = 4.38, SD = .89).  This difference suggests a 

statistically significant difference in attitude among teachers when working with these two 

populations of students, t(195) = -9.11, p = <.001, 95%CI.      

Some specific questions offer even greater insights into areas where differences in 

teacher attitudes are greater.  Question 4, for instance, asked whether positive 

representations of transgender and gender diverse people should be included in the 

curriculum wherever possible.  The mean score for this question was moderately favorable 

(M = 3.71, SD = 1.23).  The correlate question about race was Question 19: Positive 

representations of African Americans should be included in the curriculum wherever 

possible.  The responses to question 19 were significantly more favorable (M = 4.41, SD = 

.77).  The difference is significant in teacher attitudes regarding curricular representation of 

transgender and gender diverse persons compared to African American persons, t(195) = -

8.30, p = <.001, 95%CI. 

Teacher responses indicated significantly less importance for school sponsored 

student organizations for transgender and gender diverse students.  The mean score for 

transgender and gender diverse students was 3.76 (SD = 1.24).  By comparison the mean 

score for support among teachers for school sponsored student organizations specifically 

for African American students was a significantly more favorable 4.10 (SD = 0.99).  

Again, there is a statistically significant difference in how teachers respond to the same 
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question relative to their attitudes toward student organizations specifically supporting 

these two different student populations, t(195) = -4.45, p = <.001, 95%CI. 

The following table identifies statistical descriptives for each of the correlates of 

questions related to teacher attitudes: 

 

Table 1 

Statistical Descriptives Relative to Teacher Attitudes 

Attitudes On: Transgender and 
Gender Diverse

African American t-test 

 M SD M SD t(195) 
Students can choose self-
identifiers to be used at school 

2.19 1.22 2.05 1.00 -1.50 

Faculty role in discipline of 
student behavior targeting identity 

4.11 0.93 4.39 0.81 -4.78*** 

Positive representation of identity 
should be in curriculum 

3.71 1.23 4.41 0.77 -8.30*** 

Difficult for teachers to use 
neutral language 

3.28 1.20 2.39 1.18 8.54*** 

Importance of teacher training 
about identity 

4.16 0.97 4.44 0.75 -4.26*** 

Acceptable for teachers to make 
comments about student behavior 

2.08 1.16 2.04 1.12 0.48 

Support for student affinity groups 3.76 1.24 4.10 0.99 -4.45*** 

***p < .001   
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Teacher Comfort 

Overall, the mean response score of teacher comfort relative to working with 

transgender and gender diverse students was generally favorable (M = 4.33, SD = 1.32).  

The mean response score of teacher comfort in working with African American students 

was also generally favorable (M = 4.55, SD = 0.93).  Analysis suggests a significant 

difference in comfort among teachers working with these populations of students, t(195) = 

-9.19, p = <.001, 95%CI. 

The specific questions may offer more insights into the significance of the 

difference in comfort level among teachers when working with transgender and gender 

diverse students compared to working with African American students.  As an example, 

teachers responded generally favorably when asked if they would feel comfortable with a 

transgender or gender diverse student in their class (M = 4.15, SD = 1.01).  Teachers 

responded more favorably when asked about their comfort with an African American 

student in their class (M = 4.72, SD = 0.65).  There is a statistical significance between 

these means t(195) = -7.98, p = <.001, 95%CI. 

Teachers indicated a moderately favorable level of comfort regarding their teaching 

a program involving transgender or gender diverse themes (M = 3.31, SD = 1.37).  The 

correlative question revealed a more favorable level of comfort in teaching programs 

involving African American themes (M = 3.99, SD = 1.00).  There is a meaningful 

statistical difference between these responses t(195) = -7.08, p = <.001, 95%CI. 

Table 2 gives more details regarding descriptive statistics of questions related to 

teacher comfort in working with transgender and gender diverse students as well as 

African American students: 
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Table 2 

Statistical Descriptives Relative to Teacher Comfort 

Comfort with: Transgender and 
Gender Diverse

African American t-test 

 M SD M SD t(195) 
Student in 
class 

4.15 1.01 4.72 0.65 -7.98*** 

Working one 
on one with 
student 

4.22 0.97 4.72 0.67 -7.42*** 

Teaching a 
program with 
identity 
themes 

3.31 1.37 3.99 1.00 -7.08*** 

***p < .001  
 

Teacher Confidence 

The mean response score of teacher confidence relative to talking about 

transgender and gender diverse themes was moderately favorable (M = 3.39, SD = 1.23).  

The mean response score of teacher confidence in talking about African American themes 

was more favorable (M = 4.13, SD = 0.84).  This difference suggests a statistically 

significant difference in confidence among teachers working with these populations of 

students, t(195) = -7.99, p = <.001, 95%CI. 
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Table 3 

Statistical Descriptives Relative to Teacher Confidence 

Confidence 
with: 

Transgender and 
Gender Diverse

African American t-test 

 M SD M SD t(195) 
Talking about 
identity based 
themes 

3.39 1.23 4.13 0.84 -7.99*** 

***p < .001  
 

The results are also notable in finding a relationship between experience teaching 

openly transgender and gender diverse students and African American students and 

responses to questions regarding attitude, comfort, and confidence.  The mean score of 

teacher experience working with students who openly identify as transgender or gender 

diverse reflects limited experience (M = 2.09, SD = 1.25).  By comparison, the mean score 

of teacher experience working with students who openly identify as African American was 

between reflects comparatively much more experience (M = 3.67, SD = 1.26).   

Discussion 

Research finds that school-based diversity and inclusion, social-emotional learning, 

and anti-bullying programs delivered by teachers yield more positive student outcomes 

when compared to programs delivered exclusively by non-school personnel such as 

consultants or facilitators (Durlak et al., 2011).  Teachers and students alike found 

programs delivered by teachers to be sustained for longer periods of time within the school 

and more likely to effect desired changes across the school community (Durlak et al., 

2011).  By using teachers to enhance non-academic student development, schools reinforce 

the caring teacher-student relationships that foster student commitment and bonding to 

school (Durlak et al., 2011).  Additionally, teachers who personally subscribe to the norms 
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imposed by these school programs provide behavioral examples that encourage positive 

behaviors among students (Jennings & Greenberg, 2009).   

A systemic review of high school diversity and inclusion, social-emotional 

learning, and anti-bullying programs found that during a three-year span (2010-2013) there 

was a 520% increase in purchase and implementation of 22 common programs available to 

individual schools and school districts (Evans et al., 2014).  Researchers have identified 

successes of these programs at encouraging prosocial student behaviors, reducing conduct 

problems, and improving positive senses of self and others (Durlak et al., 2011).  However, 

even with the prevalence and documented success of these types of school-based 

programs, the in-school experiences of transgender and gender diverse high school 

students continue to be largely negative even while the in-school experiences of some 

other historically marginalized groups have improved.   

Trying to understand why transgender and gender diverse students lag behind other 

historically marginalized groups in realizing benefits of school-based programs is 

necessary if there is to be any closing of that discrepancy.  To date, many studies have 

examined the in-school programs themselves as well as the students who receive them.  

Little has been done to examine the impact of teachers who often serve as primary 

facilitators of the programs.  

The results of this study confirm the primary hypothesis that teachers do have 

significantly different attitudes, comfort, and confidence in working with transgender and 

gender diverse students compared to when they work with African American students.  

Taken in total, the responses are consistently more favorable when teachers consider work 

with African American students than when they consider work with transgender and 
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gender diverse students.  In each of the areas questioned – attitudes, comfort, and 

confidence - analysis reflects consistently more favorable responses toward African 

American students.  The null hypothesis that the attitudes, comfort, and confidence would 

be similar is rejected.   

The results also confirm the secondary hypothesis that teacher experience working 

with transgender and gender diverse students has an impact on responses to questions 

regarding attitudes, comfort, and confidence.  Given the much lower levels of experience 

noted in the survey responses, it is perhaps understandable that teachers’ responses to 

questions about attitudes, comfort, and confidence in working with transgender or gender 

diverse students would record means generally less favorable than for those when working 

with African American students with whom teachers have much more experience.      

 The research methodology of this study creates limitations.  Administering the 

survey to participating teachers on a voluntary basis may have resulted in selection bias if 

only those interested in topics of gender diversity completed the instrument.  That is, some 

teachers may have chosen to not take the survey, and their responses may have differed 

from those who did take the survey in important but, ultimately, unknown ways.  Among 

teachers who did take the survey, the use of a self-reporting measure may involve personal 

biases which might have influenced their responses.  An example could be social 

desirability bias among teachers who wanted to represent themselves as especially 

inclusive of transgender and gender diverse students, for instance, in ways that may not be 

totally accurate.  Additionally, all surveys were administered and collected within the 

metropolitan area of Chicago, IL, and results may vary in other metropolitan areas as well 

as in suburban or rural areas.     
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Summary 

The results indicate that teachers do have different attitudes, comfort, and 

confidence in working with transgender and gender diverse students when compared to 

working with African American students.  This may be a contributing factor in the 

different levels of benefit realized by transgender and gender diverse students experience 

high school-based programs aimed at diversity and inclusion, social emotional learning, 

and anti-bullying.  It suggests the need to provide training and resources to teachers so that 

their attitudes, comfort, and confidence can be more in line with those for other historically 

marginalized student populations benefitting from these in-school programs.  Further 

studies comparing teacher attitudes, comfort, and confidence in working with transgender 

and gender diverse students with their attitudes, comfort, and confidence in working with 

other historically marginalized student populations may further contribute to understanding 

this important topic.   
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CHAPTER FIVE: PROPOSED SOLUTION AND IMPLICATIONS  

Introduction 

Previous research studies have offered strategies to improve school experiences for 

transgender and gender diverse high school students by focusing on student behaviors, 

recommendations for direct intervention with students when harassment occurs, creation 

and support of relevant co-curricular clubs and activities (e.g. affinity groups), and 

continued implementation of diversity and inclusion initiatives to promote positive student 

mindsets around different identities in their learning environments (Grossman et al., 2009;  

Russell & McGuire, 2008; O’Shaughnessy et al., 2004).  However, the school experiences 

of transgender and gender diverse students continue to be largely negative which suggests 

another strategy may be necessary.   

This Dissertation in Practice examined whether attitudes, comfort, and confidence 

in teachers working with transgender and gender diverse students differs from their 

attitudes, comfort, and confidence in working with African American students, another 

historically marginalized population.  The goal was to understand whether differences in 

teacher attitudes, comfort, and confidence could be contributing to the discrepancy in high 

school student experiences so that schools can help transgender and gender diverse 

students realize the same benefits their peers experience from school-based supports and 

initiatives.  The results of the study conducted confirm the hypothesis that high school 

teachers do have different (generally lower) attitudes, comfort, and confidence in working 

with transgender and gender diverse students when compared to their attitudes, comfort, 

and confidence in working with African American students.  It is believed that these 

differences could account for at least some of the persistently negative high school 
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experiences of transgender and gender diverse students.  This chapter proposes a series of 

steps which could potentially reduce differences in teacher attitudes, comfort, and 

confidence in working with transgender and gender diverse students in order to narrow the 

discrepancy and allow transgender and gender diverse students to have improved 

experiences in their high schools.  Whereas previous studies have focused proposals on 

work with students, the findings of this Dissertation in Practice suggest a solution which 

focuses training and resources on teachers may yield desirable outcomes.  By focusing on 

teachers rather than students, the proposed solution offers a novel approach to improving 

school experiences for transgender and gender diverse students. 

Aim Statement 

The aim of this study was to close the gap in understanding why high school 

experiences of transgender and gender diverse students continues to be overwhelmingly 

negative.  By better understanding the roles of teachers in the persistence of these negative 

student experiences, it is possible that school leadership can design improved teacher 

training practices.  School leaders can also develop and implement improved school 

policies and protocols, be more intentional in hiring and onboarding practices, and 

thoughtfully cultivate a representative curriculum inclusive of diverse gender identities.  

Doing so may ultimately help transgender and gender diverse students realize improved 

school experiences, including reductions in personal harm such as bullying, harassment, 

and peer victimization, which should be a fundamental goal of any school leaders and/or 

leadership teams.  
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Proposed Solution 

  This Dissertation in Practice has identified that teachers do have different 

(generally less favorable) attitudes, comfort, and confidence in working with transgender 

and gender diverse students relative to their work with African American students.  It is 

believed that this difference contributes to the different outcomes of school-based, teacher-

led diversity and inclusion, social-emotional learning, and anti-bullying programs.  The 

difference in teacher attitudes, comfort, and confidence may be inhibiting transgender and 

gender diverse students from realizing benefits of the very school-based programs 

designed to help improve their experiences.  Consequently, implementation of strategies to 

support transgender and gender diverse students seems to necessarily involve attention to 

teachers’ attitudes, comfort, and confidence.  More detailed explanation of these proposed 

strategies is offered here. 

The proposed solution to this problem involves two levels of interventions.  First, 

school, district, and state policies need to be in place to support the open inclusion of 

transgender and gender diverse high school students within the school environment.  The 

recognition, inclusion, and support of transgender and gender diverse students within a 

school environment needs to be non-optional, and one way for this to happen is to pass 

laws requiring it. Then, as a secondary measure, every adult within a school, including 

teachers, need to be equipped with the appropriate information, training, resources, and 

empowerment necessary to implement, enforce, and support those laws and their resultant 

school policies.  The combination of these two strategies might reduce differences in 

teacher attitudes, comfort, and confidence when working with transgender and gender 

diverse students.  Reducing differences in attitudes, comfort, and confidence should 
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contribute to a more equitable school environment which would also minimize the risk 

factors and optimize the protective factors informing the experiences of transgender and 

gender diverse students. 

Legal and Policy Protections 

Putting laws and policies into place makes sense as a critical first step.  Several 

studies regarding gay and lesbian youth found limited progress made in supporting queer 

students at the school level until protective laws and policies were put into place.  As an 

example, schools could elect to prohibit GSA (Gay-Straight Alliance) and similar clubs 

until the federal Equal Access Act (EAA) was signed in 1984.  The EAA prohibits any 

school which receives federal funding from banning clubs on the basis of the its 

viewpoints (Grossman, 2009).  Put simply, the laws and policies gave otherwise unwilling 

or reluctant school administrators and teachers no choice but to allow organizations to 

form at school in support of LGBTQ students (Grossman, 2009).   

In jurisdictions where the legitimacy of transgender and gender diverse identities 

are questioned, having rights affirmed and protected by laws and statues removes the 

opportunities for individual teachers or schools to question the need or merit of supporting 

transgender and gender diverse students’ identities.  In areas where transgender and gender 

diverse identities are generally more accepted, these same laws and policies still become 

important foundations on which individual schools and teachers can ground their practice.  

In summary, laws and statutes could affirm and protect the humanity of transgender and 

gender diverse students, and permit the focus of schools to move away from debating their 

transgender and gender diverse students’ rights to focus instead on improving their 

transgender and gender diverse students’ experiences at school. 
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Addressing Teacher Attitudes, Comfort, and Confidence 

This Dissertation in Practice has identified different levels of teacher attitudes, 

comfort, and confidence in working with transgender and gender diverse students as 

possible contributors to the persistently negative school experiences of this population of 

students.  Therefore, solutions at the school and school district level should directly 

address those areas.  Teachers intersect with students in three primary areas of school: in 

the classroom during school hours, outside the classroom during school hours, and outside 

the classroom during before or after school activities.  Building a more consistent level of 

attitude, comfort, and confidence among teachers working with transgender and gender 

diverse students when compared to their work with other student populations must include 

strategies for each of these three areas.   

Successful schoolwide implementation of inclusion efforts relies on teachers’ 

attitudes toward the given initiative (Forlin, 2008).  Teacher attitude has also been 

identified as affecting teaching approach as well as the type of learning environment 

created by that teacher in their classroom (Grieve, 2009).  Cultivating teacher buy-in to 

inclusion efforts specifically aimed at improving experiences for transgender and gender 

diverse students is primary to this proposed solution.  Doing so can and should promote 

favorable teacher attitudes toward the efforts so that the undertaking is approached with a 

desirable level of investment and motivation.   

It may be that simply realizing the fairly minimal scope of effort involved may 

reduce resistance about the level of change required.  For instance, changing one’s 

language habits regarding classroom practices may seem intimidating, especially perhaps 

to veteran teachers who have established habits.  However, in actuality, it involves a fairly 
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simple shift away from addressing the class as “boys and girls” to something more 

inclusive and less gendered such as “students” or use of the school mascot (e.g. “eagles” or 

“blue jays”).  Teachers are more likely to adopt favorable attitudes if the scope of work 

involved is perceived to be reasonable and easily implemented.    

It may be helpful for schools to hire or appoint a coordinator for building 

awareness and knowledge of best practices for working with transgender and gender 

diverse students.  It is readily understood that not all teachers have experience with 

transgender or gender diverse students.  This Dissertation in Practice found that 70% of 

survey respondents have little or no experience working with openly transgender or gender 

diverse students.  This lack of experience may contribute to feeling uncomfortable with 

topics of gender or in working directly with transgender or gender diverse students.  A 

coordinator may serve as a human resource for individuals with questions or concerns, and 

they could also be a steward for the community as it navigates changes.  The designated 

person may act by themselves or in concert with a committee to collect information, 

coordinate trainings, and be a point of contact for teachers, students, and parents.    

Teachers who are unfamiliar with transgender and gender diverse identities may 

benefit greatly from access to information about them.  Grossman and D’Augelli (2006) 

found that administrators, teachers, and students generally have little access to information 

about transgender issues or persons while in school.  Many schools offer information or 

have adults well-versed in best practices relative to other historically marginalized 

students, including students with different abilities, non-native English speakers, racial and 

ethnic minorities, and/or gay, lesbian, and bisexual students, as examples (Grossman, 

2006).  For teachers, access to this same level of information relative to transgender and 
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gender diverse students is critical.  As a solution, schools can provide teacher trainings, 

professional development, materials to be reviewed independently, or some other direct 

means of education around gender.  The Teaching Transgender Toolkit is but one example 

of the myriad resources which exist to support teachers ongoing learning about gender and 

gender identities (Lessons at a glance, 2016).   

Ensuring that information and expertise is available to adults and students about 

transgender and gender diverse identities will help grow skills and competencies for 

working with transgender and gender diverse students.  It is expected that doing so will 

raise the comfort of teachers. 

Providing training and resources is important, but so too is providing teachers with 

opportunities to practice their new skills and competencies.  Developing protocols, staff 

development meetings, or other means by which teachers can practice using new or 

unfamiliar vocabulary (gender neutral pronouns, for instance), evolving classroom 

management techniques, and other personal/professional actions can improve teacher 

confidence.  Additionally, learning from and working directly with individuals who are 

transgender or gender diverse can give teachers an opportunity to build confidence by 

removing some doubt that they will “get it wrong” when interacting with transgender or 

gender diverse students.   

Building attitudes, comfort, and confidence more conducive to inclusion should 

provide teachers with the personal ability to intervene more frequently in moments of 

harassment, create gender inclusive spaces both in and out of their classrooms, advocate 

for more gender equity throughout their school, and improve personal practice in direct 

work with transgender or gender diverse students.  Taken in combination with laws and 
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policies supporting the rights of transgender and gender diverse students, these things 

should effectively improve the high school experiences of transgender and gender diverse 

students.    

In summary, the solution offers a two-pronged approach.  The first step is to 

establish laws or statutes which protect the rights of transgender and gender diverse 

students.  The second step is to provide access, training, and resources as well as space to 

practice new skills to teachers in order to address differences in their attitudes, comfort, 

and confidence when working with transgender and gender diverse students. 

Evidence that Supports the Proposed Solution 

The proposed solution begins with the goal of enacting laws or policies at the state 

or municipal level which protect and affirm the rights of transgender and gender diverse 

students.  The primary goal is to secure legal rights of transgender and gender diverse 

students to exist as their authentic selves within their school environment.  However, a 

highly desirable secondary effect of such legislation may be its profound influence on 

public opinion.  It is noted that public opinion around transgender access to bathrooms in 

states which have adopted protective rights is higher than in those states which have 

enacted restrictions (Vanaman, 2020).  Evidence suggests that while state legislation often 

reflects public opinion, laws can also influence public opinion (Soroka, 2010).  Enacting 

laws protecting the rights of transgender and gender diverse students may thus have the 

double effect of providing both a legal basis for adopting improved school policies and 

practices as well as influencing support for these efforts among the broader community in 

which the school is located.  As both members of the community and as teachers in a 

position to serve the community’s children, teachers’ opinions about transgender and 
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gender diverse students can also be influenced by these laws.  Insofar as the goal of this 

proposed solution is to reduce differences in teacher attitudes, comfort, and confidence 

when working with transgender and gender diverse students, evidence seems to indicate 

that state and municipal laws can play an important role in doing that. 

The proposed solution also suggests that training and information be made readily 

available to teachers in order to reduce differences in their attitudes, comfort, and 

confidence in working with transgender and gender diverse students.  Evidence to support 

this suggests that teachers with adequate training and information create safer, more 

comfortable spaces for transgender and gender diverse students within the classroom, and 

may contribute to more positive teacher-student connections (Greytak, 2009).  For 

students, positive relationships with teachers have been found to increase positive school 

outcomes among historically marginalized students, including attendance, academic 

performance, and graduation rates (Sausa, 2005).  For teachers, positive relationships with 

students have been found to reduce levels of teacher stress, promote higher rates of job 

satisfaction, and elevate teaching efficacy (Collie, 2012).  In short, teacher attitudes, 

comfort, and confidence are all improved.   

It is believed that most teachers likely do not intend to marginalize or harm their 

students.  With the appropriate resources and supports in place to assist them, in the form 

of laws, policies, and practices, teachers can have attitudes, comfort, and confidence 

necessary to be appropriate supports for their transgender and gender diverse students.  To 

that end, the proposed solution involves two facets: state/municipal laws and policies as 

well as school and teacher specific measures.  Taken in combination, it is believed that the 

impacts of this proposal would be to reduce differences in teacher attitudes, comfort, and 
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confidence in working with transgender and gender diverse students when compared to 

their attitudes, comfort, and confidence in working with other historically marginalized 

student populations. 

Evidence that Challenges the Solution 

The solution proposes two levels of solution: a higher-level legal step as well as 

direct training and resources for teachers at the school level.  It is recognized that this 

solution has its risks.  Two primary risks include lack of buy in by the community which 

might be generally unsupportive of legislation and/or policies to protect transgender and 

gender diverse students’ rights, and challenges or resistance by teachers at the school level 

to implement changes in their professional behaviors and habits.   

The topic of transgender and gender diverse identities has been raised previously 

in political contexts and sometimes the topic has been controversial.  An example of 

political discourse about transgender and gender diverse identities in the context of high 

school experiences centers on access to bathrooms.  In a study of reasons why people 

oppose access to bathrooms affiliated with one’s gender identity rather than one’s sex 

assigned at birth, research determined opponents to be largely driven by feelings of 

personal disgust and disgust-driven moral concerns (Vanaman, 2020).  It is possible that 

the same personal disgust and disgust-driven moral concerns could manifest as opposition 

to laws and policies attempting to affirm and protect transgender and gender diverse 

students’ rights. 

At the school level, it is possible that individual teachers may resist the need to 

change their personal/professional habits.  One reason may be the same personal disgust 

and disgust-driven moral opposition that is present in opposition to political or legal 
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efforts.  That is, opposition to shifts in state laws may also exist as opposition to shifts in 

school policies.  It is also possible that resistance may come from perceptions of 

transgender and gender diverse students as unworthy of their effort.  It has been noted 

previously that transgender and gender diverse students have lower grades, lower 

attendance rates, and less favorable relationships with teachers relative to their peers 

(Greytak, 2009).  Research into implementation of social-emotional learning programs has 

found that teachers who perceive students to be unmotivated learners may experience 

lower levels of teaching efficacy, including diminished ability to engage students, manage 

classrooms, and use effective instructional strategies (Collie, 2012).  It is possible that 

teachers who perceive transgender and gender diverse students as unmotivated learners 

may experience the same low levels of teaching efficacy and be unmotivated themselves to 

change teaching practices and habits when working with them.   

Additionally, being asked to change their classroom practices may increase 

teachers’ professional stress levels which has a negative correlation to their confidence, 

especially among teachers with ten or more years of experience (Collie, 2012).  Teachers 

who have experienced positive classroom outcomes of any kind may be resistant to 

developing new habits or practices, and seek to avoid the negative impacts of professional 

stress associated with change.  This may be especially true if they perceive there to be lack 

of grounding in laws and policies supporting the changes and/or lack of support from their 

principal and school district leadership to provide necessary resources and trainings to 

make the changes effective (Price, 2012). 

In summary, there exist real challenges to successful implementation of the 

proposed solution.  It is notable that the challenges seem to have little to do with 
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transgender or gender diverse students themselves, and more to do with the need for people 

in positions of leadership and power to assume responsibility for addressing structures and 

practices which contribute to harm of students.         

Implementation of the Proposed Solution(s) 

This section will discuss how one could implement the proposed solution using 

best practices of interdisciplinary leadership.  The solution proposed here involves two 

steps which combine to reduce differences in teacher attitudes, comfort, and confidence 

when working with transgender and gender diverse students.  It is believed that the 

implementation strategy provides an appropriately scoped plan intended to happen over a 

reasonable timeframe.   

Factors and Stakeholders Related to Implementation of the Solution 

The first step is motivated by research which suggests that enacting state and/or 

municipal level laws and policies to protect the rights of transgender and gender diverse 

students is helpful to the teachers who support them (Grossman, 2009).  By working with 

advocates for transgender and gender diverse persons’ civil rights, strategies for 

communicating the need for protective laws can be developed.  That advocacy work can 

take the form of activism which, in this case, simply means the promotion of an idea on a 

public stage (Richardson & Hinton, 2015).  Activism can include social media campaigns, 

petitions, marches, media spotlights, and other ways to have the urgency of supporting 

transgender and gender diverse students conveyed to the public at large.  Successful 

campaigns can influence public opinion which, in turn, can influence legislation (Soroka, 

2010).  Once momentum is gained among the public, key stakeholders in strategic 

government positions can be identified.  In this case, mayors and members of city councils, 
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state legislators, school board personnel, school administrators, membership of any 

available parent associations and others in positions of influence can be good targets of 

advocacy work.  While no law or protective measure will get passed overnight, advocacy 

campaigns can be relatively quick and relatively inexpensive.             

A separate aspect of the implementation plan is to work within the school to 

identify ways to build more positive attitudes, comfort, and confidence among teachers in 

working with transgender or gender diverse students.  It makes sense that school leaders 

need to build their own understandings of the needs of their faculty and students.  A 

climate assessment or competency inventory may be helpful to that cause.  For instance, 

the LGBTQ Supportive Environments Inventory (LGBTQ SEI) assesses both the contexts 

students can directly experience as well as the climate of a school community (Gower, 

2019).  The LGBTQ SEI could be adapted to focus more specifically on transgender and 

gender diverse students.  Additionally, when school leaders do not feel comfortable in their 

own leadership of the efforts, appointing a better option may be prudent.  That person may 

be a teacher or staff member with more expertise (e.g. a diversity coordinator) or a 

consultant from a firm which specializes in gender topics. 

Training programs addressing definitions of gender terms and identities may help 

ground future efforts, and should be prioritized.  Considerations for making the school 

experience more inclusive of diverse genders requires a baseline understanding of what is 

meant by various terms like transgender and gender diverse.  Delivering statistics about the 

harm and persistence of negative experiences should motivate teachers to desire change.  

From that shared understanding, and with that motivation, teachers can begin to implement 

strategies in their own respective areas of the school.  Suggestions include updating 
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curricula to reflect more diverse representations of gender, trainings about shifting their 

language habits in addressing students, development of resource materials to be made 

available, creation of clubs or student organizations (e.g. affinity groups) to support 

students and create affirming communities within the school, and targeted consultation 

with those in athletics or performing arts about how their typically gendered spaces can be 

made more inclusive.  The school leadership and their designated partners (e.g. 

consultants) can assist teachers in making the necessary updates to their policies and 

practices.  School leaders setting expectations for completing these processes, and then 

holding their faculty accountable can help ensure consistency of implementation 

throughout the school.  With more information in hand, guidance and support when 

making updates or changes, and ongoing resources available to teachers, there should be a 

marked increase in attitudes, comfort, and confidence among teachers that the efforts are 

worthwhile, meaningful, and positive in support of their transgender and gender diverse 

students.      

The final area which merits specific description is in communication with 

stakeholders.  In the context of a school community, the stakeholders include faculty and 

staff, students, parents and families, and alumni.  It is likely that updates to policies and 

practices already get communicated in some form.  Building on that to address changes in 

this area will be important to the school community.  Other updates to policies or practices 

may not need very much explanation.  If, for instance, a school changes its dress code to 

reflect current fashion trends, it may not require more information than communicating the 

updated expectations.  With updates to policies and practices surrounding gender, it may 

be that the community needs a bit of education on the matter, and so strategically including 



TEACHER ATTITUDES, COMFORT, AND CONFIDENCE 
 

 
 

58

more information or context than usual may be necessary.  Doing so will help members of 

the school community feel comfortable with administrator or teacher mastery of the 

information, cultivate buy-in on the front end, contribute to an understanding as to why 

action steps are being taken, build transparency into the process for all involved, and 

improve trust between school leaders and their teachers. 

Timeline for Implementation of the Solution 

More than 69% of transgender and gender diverse high school students report 

experiencing bullying, harassment, and peer victimization on a daily basis in school 

(McGuire et al., 2010).  Put simply, that number should be unacceptable to educators, and 

teachers should assume an immediate responsibility to help improve the experiences of 

their transgender and gender diverse students.  However, even with the urgency that is 

demanded by harrowing statistics, it is also important to recognize that changes take time, 

care, and thought to implement with success.  It is unreasonable to think that schools, 

school districts, and cities or states could enact new laws or policies overnight.  Nor is it 

reasonable to think that a one-size-fits-all plan exists for implementing needed changes to 

change teachers’ attitudes, comfort, and confidence in working with transgender and 

gender diverse students.  As school leaders think about strategic implementation, they must 

remember that too many simultaneous initiatives may overwhelm teachers and create 

confusion or diminish buy-in (Kirtman, 2016).       

That said, change is necessary in order to better support transgender and gender 

diverse high school students.  Those students who have long waited to enjoy positive 

school experiences should not be asked to wait any longer than is necessary.  Effective 

school leaders who have positive existing relationships with their teachers should be able 



TEACHER ATTITUDES, COMFORT, AND CONFIDENCE 
 

 
 

59

to move some steps along quickly even while longer term planning is considered for other 

steps.  Creating all-gender bathroom spaces, encouraging more inclusive language habits in 

school, and verbally affirming the school’s support of diverse gender identities requires 

little time and commitment of resources.  In fact, doing a series of small steps while 

working toward a larger set of goals is a competency of effective change leadership 

(Kirtman, 2016).  By moving key initiatives forward – education and training for teachers 

about gender identities, for instance – noticeable progress within a school can be 

accomplished relatively quickly.  Seeing noticeable progress should positively impact 

attitudes, comfort, and confidence among teachers which would, in turn, improve the 

experiences of transgender and gender diverse students.   

 It is underscored that changes often take time.  Nevertheless, there exist a myriad 

of professional development tools and trainings, as well as consultants and experts to assist 

in a school’s transformation.  Because of the readily available materials, it is expected that 

school leaders could relatively quickly implement a series of trainings for teachers as well 

as acquire and make educational materials about transgender and gender diverse identities 

available to teachers.  School leaders could also fairly quickly establish professional 

expectations within the school for supporting transgender and gender diverse students.  

Then, over the course of an academic year or two, continue the work of training teachers 

and developing resources in support of helping teachers’ attitudes, comfort, and confidence 

in working with transgender and gender diverse students be conducive to supporting an 

inclusive community.     

The proposed solution requires substantial effort on the front end.  That is, it 

typically takes more work and time to change habits than to maintain them.  But with good 
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leadership, strategic implementation, and urgency in the need to make these changes, most 

schools (and the teachers working with transgender and gender diverse students within 

them) could experience significant improvement over the course of one academic year.    

Evaluating the Outcome of Implementing the Solution 

Evaluating the success of the proposed solution could be achieved by using 

processes similar to those used in this Dissertation in Practice. 

First, the goal of the proposed solution is to reduce differences in teacher 

attitudes, comfort, and confidence in working with transgender and gender diverse 

students.  This Dissertation in Practice has established a baseline data set, and so 

administering the survey again after implementing some or all of the steps involved with 

the proposed solution may yield comparable data.  Comparing the new data set to the 

existing one may reveal changes which could give insights into the efficacy of the solution.   

School leaders might also use survey instruments to collect information from their 

teachers and students relative to transgender and gender diverse student experiences.  A 

climate assessment within their own school, administered at strategic points throughout an 

academic year, may reveal what (if any) improvements are made by implementing the 

strategies outlined in the previous section. 

In time, one might also review existing research into grades, attendance, and 

graduation rates of transgender and gender diverse students, and develop new measures to 

assess these things in order to compare data before and after implementation of the 

proposed solution.  Specifically highlighting the role of teachers in the instrument may 

continue to reveal the role they play in impacting the experiences of transgender or gender 

diverse students.            
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Implications 

Practical Implications 

The Dissertation in Practice focused specifically on teacher attitudes, comfort, and 

confidence in working with transgender and gender diverse students.  In the bigger picture 

of a school, teachers’ willingness to enforce policies and adopt practices which reduce 

harm or harassment of transgender and gender diverse students will surely signal their 

willingness to do the same for other targeted populations of students.  Building a more 

inclusive school environment helps create a community which dignifies each student 

regardless of the identities held by that student.  When it is taken as a given that teachers 

respect and dignify students, and that they will address behaviors which challenge those 

values, it can only serve to promote a positive school climate and learning experience for 

both teachers and students.   

Implications for Future Research 

The Dissertation in Practice compared attitudes, comfort, and confidence of high 

school teachers in the Chicago metropolitan area when working with transgender and 

gender diverse students and African American students.  Determining possible reasons for 

negative school experiences of transgender and gender diverse students was the primary 

goal, and comparisons to African American students were made because of the existing 

research into their improving high school experiences.  Expanding the scope of study to 

include comparisons to other historically marginalized identities may be informative.  

Surveying teachers in other parts of the country, or in elementary and middle schools, or at 

schools in suburban or rural communities, may also reveal more precise understandings of 

their attitudes, comfort, and confidence when working with transgender and gender diverse 
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students.  It may also be interesting to learn more about the demographics of teacher 

respondents, and correlate their own gender identity, length of professional experience, or 

even subjects taught to their responses.  

It is believed that the survey questions on the measure used for this Dissertation in 

Practice would remain appropriate for these different student populations.  Additional 

questions pertaining to the new information desired to be collected could easily be added.  

If, for instance, demographic information was collected about respondents, it would likely 

become much more important to protect the data so that individuals feel comfortable 

honestly and openly completing the survey measure.  It would be important, for instance, 

to mitigate fear about any potential professional repercussions.      

Using a similar survey or adding questions to the existing one should not change 

the manner in which surveys are distributed or analyzed.  That is, researchers would still 

need to ask permission from school or school district leadership, have surveys distributed 

within schools, and collect responses anonymously.  Analysis with SPSS or some similar 

statistical software should be adequate, with t-tests likely to be sufficient methods to 

compare means.  

Implications for Leadership Theory and Practice 

The persistently negative experiences of transgender and gender diverse students 

in high school should distress any school leader.  Understanding that teachers do have 

different (generally less favorable) attitudes, comfort, and confidence in working with 

transgender and gender diverse students than they do when working with African 

American students is an important step in guiding actions of school leaders who should 

desire to reduce those differences.  But change is not easy, and so leadership theory and 
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practice, especially that which is specific to strategic thinking in organizational change, 

should be consciously included in any effort to implement solutions to the findings of this 

Dissertation in Practice.   

Strategic thinking typically involves three aspects: cognitive psychology, systems 

thinking, and game theory (Olson, 2015).  In the context of strategic thinking, cognitive 

psychology can help identify the purpose and goals of questions being asked, decisions 

being made, and thought processes being employed.  Systems thinking helps illuminate 

how structures, systems, processes, policies, and personnel combine to promote or inhibit 

organizational effectiveness.  Game theory helps formulate plans to overcome opposition 

to proposed actions.  In combination, strategic thinking is critical to the implementation of 

any change plan relative to teachers’ work with transgender and gender diverse students 

(Olson, 2015). 

School leaders will need to utilize cognitive psychology to better plan for 

implementing change among their teachers, including teachers’ willingness to take risks, 

self-confidence, ability to understand complexity, and motivation to address their personal 

weaknesses (Olson, 2015).  Systems thinking will be required to inventory and assess their 

schools’ policies and practices relative to working with and supporting transgender and 

gender diverse students.  Review of institutional values, behavioral expectations of 

teachers and students alike, professional competencies of teachers, and ability to garner 

community buy-in will help school leaders recognize interconnected factors influencing 

teacher attitudes, comfort, and confidence.  Put simply, systems thinking will help reveal 

deeper root causes for the disparity rather than identify methods to simply mask them 

(Olson, 2015).  Game theory application will be necessary to overcome any opposition 
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posed by teachers when school leaders try to implement change strategies.  Recognizing a 

range of outcomes for actions, and anticipating possible individual responses to those 

actions, can help school leaders reduce or avoid opposition (Olsen, 2015). 

School leaders who are able to effectively utilize leadership theory and practice 

such as strategic thinking will yield more inclusive school communities which are more 

positive experiences for some of their most marginalized students.             

Summary of the Dissertation in Practice 

This Dissertation in Practice represents research into an area for which there are 

gaps in knowledge.  There exists much research into the persistent negative educational 

experiences of transgender and gender diverse high school students, but little 

understanding as to the role teachers might play in contributing to that harm and exclusion.  

Through quantitative statistical analysis of a survey measure completed by 196 high school 

teachers across the Chicago metropolitan area, differences in teachers’ attitudes, comfort, 

and confidence in working with transgender and gender diverse students when compared to 

working with another historically marginalized group (African American students) were 

determined to be significant.  As a result of the statistical analysis, the study’s primary 

hypothesis was confirmed.  

The proposed solution involves steps both within the school and outside of the 

school community.  Specifically, school leaders should strive to build awareness and 

competency through professional development of teachers and staff who work to support 

transgender and gender diverse students while simultaneously developing resource 

materials to be available to students seeking more sophisticated understandings of their 

own gender identities.  School leaders should also work within their communities to effect 
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changes to policies and laws in order to provide statutory protections to transgender and 

gender diverse students.  The combination of these actions should improve both policies 

and practices impacting the experiences of transgender and gender diverse high school 

students.       
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Appendix A – Complete Survey, including Introduction and Participant Bill of Rights 

 

 

 

 

Doctoral Research Survey 

Educator attitudes, comfort, and confidence in working with diverse students. 
June 7, 2020 
 
 

Dear Participant, 
 
 

The purpose of this study is to understand the range of attitudes, comfort, and confidence of teachers 

who work with trans-identified and gender diverse high school students as well as with African-

American high school students. The study involves research in the form of a survey which is being 

distributed to educators. 

 
The survey consists of thirty (30) questions which should take approximately 5-7 minutes to complete. 

The study is completely voluntary and you can stop the survey at any time. Only completed surveys 

will be used in the study. 
 
 

There are no known risks to you as a respondent. A full listing of participants’ rights is included 

below. 

 
It is hoped that the results of this study will help inform teacher training and other professional 

development opportunities. Your open and honest responses will help make that possible. 

 
The survey has been constructed to preserve your anonymity. The survey does not ask for any 

identifying information, IP addresses are not being collected, and all results will be reported in 

aggregate in the study to protect individual responses. Individual responses will not be shared with 

participating leadership or faculty of participating schools. 

 
There is no compensation for completing the survey. 
 
 

Sincerely, 
 
 

Joseph Edwards 
 
 
 
 
Bill of Rights for Research Participants 
 
 

As a participant in a research study, you have the right: 

1. To have enough time to decide whether or not to be in the research study, and to make that 

decision without any pressure from the people who are conducting the research. 

2. To refuse to be in the study at all, or to stop participating at any time after you begin the study. 

3. To be told what the study is trying to find out, what will happen to you, and what you will be asked 

to do if you are in the study. 

4. To be told about the reasonably foreseeable risks of being in the study. 

5. To be told about the possible benefits of being in the study. 
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6. To be told whether there are any costs associated with being in the study and whether you will be 

compensated for participating in the study. 

7. To be told who will have access to information collected about you and how your confidentiality 

will be protected. 

8. To be told whom to contact with questions about the research, about research-related injury, and 

about your rights as a research participant. 

9. If the study involves treatment or therapy: 

a. To be told about the other non-research treatment choices you have. To be told where treatment is 

available should you have a research-related injury, and who will pay for research-related treatment. 
 

* 1. NOTE: 

"Gender identity" in this survey refers to a student's sense of self which may or may not align with the sex they 

were assigned at birth. 

"Transgender" in this survey is defined as people whose gender identity/expression differs from societal 

expectations of the sex they were assigned at birth. 

"Gender diverse" in this survey refers to students whose gender identity and/or expression differs from 

societal expectations of a boy or a girl. 

 
 

Students should be allowed to decide what pronouns (e.g. he, she, they) are used by teachers who refer to 
 

them. 
 

Strongly agree 

 
Agree 

 
 
Disagree 

 
Strongly disagree 

 
Neither agree nor disagree 

 
 

* 2. It is the responsibility of school faculty/staff to stop students from making negative comments about student 
 

gender identities. 
 

Strongly agree 

 
Agree 

 
 
Disagree 

 
Strongly disagree 

 
Neither agree nor disagree 

 
 

* 3. Students should have to use school bathrooms according to their assigned sex regardless of their gender 
 

identity. 
 

Strongly agree 

 
Agree 

 
 
Disagree 

 
Strongly disagree 

 
Neither agree nor disagree 
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* 4. Positive representations of transgender and gender diverse people should be included in the curriculum 
 

wherever possible. 
 

Strongly agree 

 
Agree 

 
 
Disagree 

 
Strongly disagree 

 
Neither agree nor disagree 

 
 
* 5. It is difficult for teachers to model gender neutral language in the classroom. 
 

Strongly agree 

 
Agree 

Disagree 

 
Strongly disagree 

 
Neither agree nor disagree 

 
 
* 6. It is important for school faculty/staff to be trained on issues of gender and gender identity. 
 

Strongly agree 

 
Agree 

Disagree 

 
Strongly disagree 

 
Neither agree nor disagree 

 
 
* 7. It is acceptable for teachers to make comments to a student that they are not traditionally "masculine" or 
 

"feminine". 
 

Strongly agree 

 
Agree 

 
 
Disagree 

 
Strongly disagree 

 
Neither agree nor disagree 

 
 
* 8. Schools should sponsor or support the presence of student organizations for transgender or gender diverse 
 

students (e.g. affinity groups). 
 

Strongly agree 

 
Agree 

 
 
Disagree 

 
Strongly disagree 

 
Neither agree nor disagree 

 
 
* 9. It is inappropriate to require instruction about genders other than boy or girl. 
 

Strongly agree 

 
Agree 

Disagree 

 
Strongly disagree 

 
Neither agree nor disagree 
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* 10. Schools should allow transgender and gender diverse students to participate in sports based on their 
 

gender identity rather than their biological sex. 
 

Strongly agree 

 
Agree 

 
 
Disagree 

 
Strongly disagree 

 
Neither agree nor disagree 

 
 
* 11. School forms which ask for student gender should include options such as "transgender" or "non-binary". 
 

Strongly agree 

 
Agree 

Disagree 

 
Strongly disagree 

 
Neither agree nor disagree 

 
 
* 12. I would feel comfortable having a transgender or gender diverse student in my class. 
 

Strongly agree 

 
Agree 

Disagree 

 
Strongly disagree 

 
Neither agree nor disagree 

 
 
* 13. I would feel comfortable speaking one-on-one with a transgender or gender diverse student in my school. 
 

Strongly agree 

 
Agree 

Disagree 

 
Strongly disagree 

 
Neither agree nor disagree 

 
 
* 14. I would feel comfortable if asked to teach a program involving transgender or gender diverse themes. 
 

Strongly agree 

 
Agree 

Disagree 

 
Strongly disagree 

 
Neither agree nor disagree 

 
 
* 15. I feel comfortable using gender diverse language in my school. 
 

Strongly agree 

 
Agree 

Disagree 

 
Strongly disagree 

 
Neither agree nor disagree 

 
 
* 16. I feel confident talking about topics related to transgender or gender diverse themes. 
 

Strongly agree 

 
Agree 

Disagree 

 
Strongly disagree 

 
Neither agree nor disagree 
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* 17. Students should be allowed to choose which racial identifiers (e.g. African-American, black) are used to 
 

describe them. 
 

Strongly agree 

 
Agree 

 
 
Disagree 

 
Strongly disagree 

 
Neither agree nor disagree 

 
 
* 18. It is the responsibility of school faculty/staff to stop students from making negative comments based on 
 

racial identities. 
 

Strongly agree 

 
Agree 

 
 
Disagree 

 
Strongly disagree 

 
Neither agree nor disagree 

 
 
* 19. Positive representations of African-Americans should be included in the curriculum whenever possible. 
 

Strongly agree 

 
Agree 

Disagree 

 
Strongly disagree 

 
Neither agree nor disagree 

 
 
* 20. It is difficult for teachers to use race-neutral language in the classroom. 
 

Strongly agree 

 
Agree 

Disagree 

 
Strongly disagree 

 
Neither agree nor disagree 

 
 
* 21. It is important for teachers to be trained on matters related to race and racial identity. 
 

Strongly agree 

 
Agree 

Disagree 

 
Strongly disagree 

 
Neither agree nor disagree 

 
 
* 22. It is acceptable for teachers to make comments to students that they are not traditionally "white" or "black". 
 

Strongly agree 

 
Agree 

Disagree 

 
Strongly disagree 

 
Neither agree nor disagree 
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* 23. Schools should support the presence of student organizations specifically for African-American students 
 

(e.g. affinity groups). 
 

Strongly agree 

 
Agree 

 
 
Disagree 

 
Strongly disagree 

 
Neither agree nor disagree 

 
 
* 24. It is inappropriate to teach students about race at school. 
 

Strongly agree 

 
Agree 

Disagree 

 
Strongly disagree 

 
Neither agree nor disagree 

 
 
* 25. I would feel comfortable having an African-American student in my class. 
 

Strongly agree 

 
Agree 

Disagree 

 
Strongly disagree 

 
Neither agree nor disagree 

 
 
* 26. I would feel comfortable working one-on-one with an African-American student in my school. 
 

Strongly agree 

 
Agree 

Disagree 

 
Strongly disagree 

 
Neither agree nor disagree 

 
 
* 27. I would feel comfortable if asked to teach a program involving African-American topics or themes. 
 

Strongly agree 

 
Agree 

Disagree 

 
Strongly disagree 

 
Neither agree nor disagree 

 
 
* 28. I feel confident talking about topics involving African-American themes in my class. 
 

Strongly agree 

 
Agree 

Disagree 

 
Strongly disagree 

 
Neither agree nor disagree 

 
 
* 29. I have experience teaching students who openly identify as transgender or gender diverse. 
 

A great deal 

 
A lot 

A little 

 
None at all 

 
A moderate amount 
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* 30. I have experience teaching students who openly identify as African-American or black. 
 

A great deal 

 
A lot 

A little 

 
None at all 

 
A moderate amount 
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Appendix B – IRB Approval and Reference Number 

 

DATE: 08-Jun-2020 

TO: Edwards, Joseph 

FROM: Social / Behavioral IRB  

PROJECT TITLE: 
The Impact of Teacher Attitudes, Comfort, and 
Confidence on Gender Diverse High School 
Student Experiences 

REFERENCE #: 2001028 

SUBMISSION TYPE: Initial Application 

REVIEW TYPE Exempt Category 2 

ACTION: APPROVED 
 
Thank you for your submission of New Project materials for this project. The following items 
were reviewed in this submission:   
 

 Creighton University HS eForm 
o Teacher Attitudes, Comfort, and Confidence in Working with Diverse Students 
o Draft email to be sent to school leadership soliciting participation 
o Copy of the survey to be used (taken from SurveyMonkey) 

 
This project has been determined to be exempt from Federal Policy for Protection of Human 
Subjects as per 45CFR46.101 (b) 2. 
 
All protocol amendments and changes are to be submitted to the IRB and may not be 
implemented until approved by the IRB. Please use the modification form when submitting 
changes.  
 
If you have any questions, please contact the IRB Office at 402-280-2126 or irb@creighton.edu.  
Please include your project title and number in all correspondence with this Board.  
 
This letter has been electronically signed in accordance with all applicable regulations, and a 
copy is retained within Creighton University IRB-02 Social Behavioral’s records. 
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Appendix C – Introductory Letter to School Leaders 

 
Dear XXXX, 
 
My name is Joe Edwards, and I am a doctoral student at Creighton University in Omaha, 
NE.  I hope this email finds you, your family, and your schools well during these difficult 
and uncertain times.   
 
My dissertation focuses on the frequently negative school experiences of historically 
marginalized high school students.  While much research has been done from the student 
perspective, I am researching the experiences of historically marginalized students from 
the teacher perspective. 
 
If you would be willing to do so, please send the following survey link to your teachers.  It 
is a brief (5-minute) anonymous survey which asks questions about teacher attitudes, 
comfort, and confidence in working with diverse students.  Among other measures taken to 
protect your teachers, no identifying information is asked and IP addresses of respondents 
will not be collected.  I have sent this survey to ten Chicago-area high schools, and I will 
not even know the school of origin for each respondent.  I hope these measures provide 
you and your teachers the confidence to complete the survey and be honest in the 
responses. 
 
Here is the survey link: https://www.surveymonkey.com/r/2BK8VLQ 
 
Many thanks for considering distribution of the link to your faculty.  If you have any 
questions, please contact me at this email address. 
 
Sincerely, 
 Joe Edwards 
 
 


