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Abstract 

 In South African classrooms, literature plays a crucial role in shaping students' identities, yet the literary canon often 

reflects Eurocentric perspectives that marginalize gender-diverse voices. This paper examined the implications of such 

exclusions through teachers’ perspectives. Guided by Rosenblatt’s Reader-Response Theory, which viewed meaning as 

co-constructed by readers’ lived experiences, and Freire's Critical Pedagogy, which framed education as a vehicle for 

social reform, the study also drew on Sedgwick’s Queer Theory, which interrogated heteronormativity and binary gender 

constructs while advocating for the disruption of rigid categories to validate diverse identities. Using a qualitative case 

study design, six purposely selected English teachers from three high schools in the OR Tambo District, Eastern Cape 

Province, were interviewed. Outcomes revealed that when students do not see their gender identities reflected in texts, 

they often disengage, affecting their academic performance and sense of belonging. Teachers observed that this exclusion 

particularly impacted students with nonconforming gender identities, who experienced feelings of invisibility and 

diminished self-worth. The author recommends a shift to curricula that incorporate both dominant and marginalised 

gender perspectives, enabling more inclusive and gender-sensitive classrooms. It is believed that inclusive literary 

practices can affirm diverse subjectivities and foster equitable learning environments that reflect contemporary South 

African society. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Literature serves as a powerful tool for 

constructing and transmitting cultural values, 

identities, and historical narratives [1]. In South 

Africa, however, colonial and patriarchal 

legacies have shaped literary traditions in ways 

that privilege Eurocentric perspectives while 

marginalising Black, indigenous, and gender-

diverse voices. This exclusion has contributed to 

a literary canon that continues to influence the 

school and university curriculum, often requiring 

students to engage with texts that fail to reflect 

their lived realities. Consequently, the dominance 

of colonial narratives not only distorts cultural 

representation but also constrains student identity 

formation by reinforcing narrow and 

stereotypical notions of gender and selfhood. For 

example, William Shakespeare’s narratives, 

which were popular in the school curriculum of 

the apartheid regime, always centred around the 

white man’s hegemony, labelling him as the hero 
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while pushing the black man to the periphery. 

Additionally, although canonical works such as 

Cry, the Beloved Country by Paton [2] and 

Ratoons by Rooke [3] provided critical 

viewpoints on race and gender, they continued to 

centre white or male voices in ways that 

frequently eclipsed indigenous and gender 

diverse experiences.  

Black South African narratives mostly 

rejected this marginalisation. As Ndabeni [4] 

points out, these narratives, written by protest 

writers such as Down Second Avenue by 

Mphahlele [5]; A Walk in the Night by Guma [6]; 

The Children of Soweto by Mzamane [7]; To kill 

a Man’s Pride by Matshoba [8] and many more, 

always centred around resisting oppression, 

recording Black South Africans' lived realities, 

and maintaining indigenous voices in the face of 

systematic silence. It was only after the onset of 

democracy that English literature in a South 

African context started to reflect the black voices 

in a positive light, elevating them to heroic 

positions and acknowledging gender equality. 

This is depicted in the works of The Heart of 

Redness by Mda [9]; The Quiet Violence of 

Dreams by Duiker [10]; Men of the South by 

Wanner [11]; Running and Other Stories by Xaba 

[12], and many more.  

Although this might be regarded as an 

impressive milestone, school curricula continue 

to rely heavily on texts that do not fully accept 

gender diversity, perpetuating exclusionary 

concepts of identity. They promote the 

patriarchal legacy by idolising only 

heteronormative identities while muffling and 

pushing the non-conforming identities to the 

periphery. In her work, Gqola [13] explores how 

literature and media reinforce gendered 

narratives that shape societal beliefs and 

individual identities. She contends that literature 

plays a significant role in maintaining or 

challenging these narratives, thereby impacting 

the construction of gender identities. This echoes 

Bishop’s [14] submission that literature should be 

perceived more as mirrors, where students can 

see themselves and affirm their identity; as 

windows that provide insights to other people’s 

cultures and perspectives; as well as sliding glass 

doors that allow students to step into different 

worlds and experiences. When students feel 

underrepresented in literature, they are deprived 

of this very crucial aspect which is of significance 

in shaping up their identities.   

Despite legislative changes advocating for 

inclusive education, literature taught in schools 

still upholds hegemonic narratives, failing to 

reflect the array of lived gender experiences of 

Black South African students. Bowman et al. [15] 

and Elsalam [16] argue that this lack of gender 

representation affects students' capacity to 

recognise various gender identities and 

expressions as legitimate, influencing how they 

perceive themselves and others. Such exclusions 

might have significant implications for 

students' self-esteem, belonging, and cultural 

affirmation. Moreover, they may perpetuate 

cisgender and heteronormative ideologies, 

thereby contributing to the development of 

homophobic attitudes. Queer Theory provides a 

lens for analysing these exclusions by exposing 

how literature reproduces heteronormativity and 

by advocating for the disruption of rigid binaries 

[17]. In this way, it expands the discussion 

beyond representation to include the 

interrogation of how power operates through 

literary and educational practices. 

This study builds on recent scholarship that 

emphasises the need of correcting these 

inequities. In her work, Gqola [13] emphasises 

that the lack of various gender representations in 

literature reinforces patriarchal standards and 

impedes students' formation of inclusive 

identities. Her work pushes for a transformative 

approach to literary education that questions 

existing power systems and acknowledges a wide 

range of gendered perspectives. Similarly, 

Schlief et al. [18] focus on the interaction of 

education, gender, and cultural narratives. Their 

findings show that inclusive educational content 

that authentically depicts multiple gender 

identities is critical for creating fair learning 

environments and strengthening marginalised 

groups. 

While the dearth of gender-diverse 

representation is acknowledged, with specific 

focus on heterosexual women, little emphasis is 

placed on how this absence disproportionately 

affects Black LGBTQIA+ students, whose 

identities, as Lloyd [19] suggest, are created by 

the intersection of race, gender, and sexual 

orientation. This study is particularly relevant in 

the contemporary academic context as it aims to 

close this gap by investigating the extent to which 

South African school literary curricula reflect 

different gender narratives and the way in which 

students evaluate the influence of this 

representation, or lack thereof, on their identity 
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formation. As the contemporary class comprises 

a diversity of sexual identities [20], 

understanding the impact of gender 

representation on learning is crucial. Such 

research in the Black South African context 

offers insight into how exclusion affects student 

identity, belonging, and academic engagement. 

Additionally, it could suggest strategies that 

might be put in place to ensure that all students 

feel represented in prescribed literary texts. This 

paper was guided by the following research 

questions: (RQ1) What impact does the absence 

of gender-diverse voices in literature have on 

Black South African students? and (RQ2) What 

strategies could be put in place to ensure gender 

inclusivity in the literature offered in schools?  

 
Literature review 

Scholarship across global and local contexts 

highlights the centrality of literature in shaping 

students’ identities and underscores the 

consequences of excluding gender-diverse 

voices. From an international perspective, 

Abdulrahman et al. [21] note that while Western 

countries have taken steps toward inclusive 

educational environments, many non-Western 

nations continue to struggle due to entrenched 

cultural, religious, and political restraints. These 

factors intersect to reproduce inequality and 

marginalisation, leading to call for a global 

coalition that can exchange best practices and 

promote gender-inclusive policies across 

contexts [21]. In a similar vein, Nieto [22] 

emphasise the necessity of integrating 

intersectionality into educational frameworks, 

arguing that without attention to the overlapping 

roles of race, gender, class, and disability, 

conventional systems risk overlooking the lived 

complexities of marginalised students. Together, 

these scholars foreground the urgent need for 

holistic, equity-oriented reforms that ensure all 

students are supported in their academic 

development. 

These global insights find strong resonance in 

South Africa, where the absence of gender-

diverse voices in literature continues to reproduce 

systemic inequalities. Gqola [13] demonstrates 

how curricula have historically marginalised 

women and gender-nonconforming individuals, 

advancing stereotypes and reinforcing rigid 

binaries that stifle multifaceted identity 

formation. Building on this argument, Kumolo 

[23] highlights how the silencing of Black and 

Indigenous intellectual traditions, exemplified 

through the erasure of writers such as William 

Wellington Gqoba and Samuel Edward Krune 

Mqhayi, has denied students opportunities to see 

their identities reflected in national cultural 

memory. This erasure not only diminishes 

representation but also weakens literature’s 

potential to cultivate belonging and social 

consciousness. Similarly, Jule [24] stresses that 

invisibility in literary representation fosters 

feelings of alienation among marginalised gender 

groups, while Kasa [25] warns that such 

exclusions sustain homophobia, which continues 

to pervade South African education, 

communities, and broader society.  

In her theory, Sedgwick [17] reminds us that 

gender and sexuality are performative and 

socially constructed rather than fixed categories. 

From a Queer Theory perspective, the absence of 

gender-diverse voices in literature not only 

silences LGBTQIA+ students but also reinforces 

compulsory heterosexuality as the normative 

framework [26]. This framework, therefore, 

insists that inclusivity is not simply about adding 

diverse characters, but about destabilising 

normative assumptions that sustain exclusionary 

practices in schools. 

Beyond the texts themselves, exclusionary 

practices also persist within the culture and 

structures of schools. Francis [26] shows how 

compulsory heterosexuality and 

heteronormativity permeate curricula, pedagogy, 

and school culture, systematically marginalising 

LGBTQIA+ students. Marumo and Chakale [27] 

extends this critique by situating the endurance of 

homophobia within patriarchal traditions and 

cultural practices, arguing that meaningful 

transformation requires drawing on philosophies 

such as ubuntu, which emphasise communal 

respect and interdependence, to counteract 

discrimination and promote acceptance. 

While these challenges are significant, 

research also identifies the transformative 

potential of inclusive pedagogical approaches. 

Drawing on Freire’s Critical Pedagogy [28], 

scholars advocate for classrooms that cultivate 

critical consciousness, enabling students to 

interrogate social norms, reflect on their 

identities, and engage in dialogue about the 

construction of gender. Inclusive pedagogy 

extends the role of literature beyond academic 

engagement, positioning it as a catalyst for 

empathy, resilience, and social inclusion. As 

Steyn and Mpofu [29] observe, the capacity of 

literature to validate marginalised identities is 
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essential for fostering psychological well-being, 

belonging, and academic success. By reflecting 

diverse experiences, literature affirms students’ 

sense of self, mitigates isolation, and offers 

therapeutic value, enabling students to process 

emotions and navigate personal challenges. 

Engaging with such texts deepens self-

awareness, encourages empathy across 

differences, and enhances learning outcomes. 

Taken together, these perspectives reinforce 

the argument that literature has immense 

potential as both a pedagogical and social tool. Its 

failure to reflect gender-diverse voices, however, 

undermines identity development, sustains 

exclusionary norms, and weakens the 

transformative possibilities of education. 

Conversely, inclusive literary practices can 

empower students, affirm marginalised identities, 

and contribute to a more equitable and just 

educational landscape in South Africa and 

beyond. Table 1 summarises the scholarly 

perspectives on gender inclusive literature in 

different contexts. 

 

Table 1. Scholarly perspectives on gender inclusive literature 

Focus area Key insights Scholars 

Global perspectives Inclusion hindered by cultural, political, and structural 

factors. 

[21], [22] 

South African 

context 

Curricula erase marginalised voices, reinforcing stereotypes 

and alienation. 

[13], [23]–

[25] 

School culture Heteronormativity dominates, but Ubuntu offers inclusivity 

potential 

[26], [27] 

Transformative 

potential 

Critical pedagogy and literature as tools for identity 

validation and social change. 

[28], [29] 

 

Table 1 illustrates the dominant scholarly 

perspectives on gender inclusion in education 

across global, South African, and school-based 

contexts. It highlights recurring challenges, such 

as cultural and political restraints, curricular 

erasure, and entrenched heteronormativity, while 

also pointing to possibilities for transformation 

through critical pedagogy and inclusive 

literature. By clustering key scholars into 

thematic areas, Table 1 makes visible the tension 

between exclusionary practices that marginalise 

students and the transformative potential of 

education as a site of identity validation, 

empathy, and social change. 

 

Theoretical framework 

This study is grounded in Sedgwick’s Queer 

Theory [17] as the central interpretive lens, 

complemented by Rosenblatt’s Reader-Response 

Theory [30] and Freire’s Critical Pedagogy [28]. 

Queer Theory challenges normative assumptions 

about gender and sexuality, exposing the 

instability of binaries such as male/female and 

heterosexual/homosexual. Following Sedgwick 

[17], these binaries are not merely 

representational but operate as epistemological 

regimes that determine what forms of knowledge 

and identity are intelligible within educational 

spaces. Queer theory repositions literature as a 

performative space where meanings of gender 

and identity are continuously negotiated, resisted, 

and reimagined. Drawing further on Sedgwick 

[17] and Butler [31], this lens foregrounds 

performativity, viewing gender not as a fixed trait 

but as a series of socially constructed acts, 

thereby framing students’ literary engagements 

as sites where they “do” gender and identity 

through interpretation and expression. Within 

such a context and from Sedgwick’s perspective 

[17], curricular silences can be read as ‘epistemic 

closets,’ spaces where queer subjectivities remain 

unspoken yet deeply structured by dominant 

discourses. 

Within this framework, Reader-Response 

Theory is reconceptualised through a queer lens. 

Rather than treating reading as a private, aesthetic 

act, it becomes a political practice in which 

readers reclaim interpretive agency from 

heteronormative textual regimes. While 

Rosenblatt [30] emphasises how meaning 

emerges from the reader’s individual encounter 

with a text, Freire [28] reminds us that such 

encounters are socially situated and politically 

charged. Sedgwick [17] extends this argument by 

revealing how the very boundaries of identity that 

structure reading and education can themselves 

be queered, unsettled and reimagined. Students’ 

responses to literature thus reveal how gender and 

sexuality are constructed, contested, and 

transformed within classroom discourse.  
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Similarly, Freire’s Critical Pedagogy [28] is 

queered to emphasise education as a 

transformative space for unsettling normative 

power structures. A queer-informed pedagogy 

foregrounds dialogue, inclusivity, and social 

justice, positioning the classroom as a site where 

marginalised voices can challenge dominant 

ideologies and affirm diverse identities. In 

Freirean terms, such dialogue should evolve into 

praxis, the unity of reflection and action, enabling 

learners to apply their critical consciousness 

beyond the classroom to challenge and dismantle 

structural gender hierarchies. 

In summary, this theoretical triangulation 

places Queer Theory at the core, using its insights 

to reinterpret both Reader-Response Theory and 

Critical Pedagogy. It frames queer reading 

practices as performative acts of resistance 

through which teachers and learners co-create 

inclusive, critically engaged interpretations of 

literature that extend into transformative praxis. 

 
RESEARCH METHOD 

This study was anchored in the interpretive 

paradigm, which enabled an understanding of 

how teachers perceived and interpreted students’ 

engagement with dominant gender narratives 

[32]. Interpretivism was selected over a critical 

paradigm [29], as the aim was to capture 

teachers’ nuanced and subjective meanings 

within their teaching contexts. The qualitative 

approach was employed for its ability to generate 

descriptive insights into teachers’ perspectives 

[33]. Using the case study design, the 

phenomenon was examined in its natural 

educational setting [34], allowing for the 

exploration of both curricular and contextual 

dynamics. Queer Theory served as the primary 

theoretical lens guiding this study. It provided the 

framework for interrogating how 

heteronormative assumptions operate within 

classroom practices and literary curricula. 

Through this lens, reading and teaching were 

understood as performative acts in which gender 

and identity were continuously negotiated, 

resisted, and reimagined. Extending Rosenblatt’s 

[30] view, the study explored how students, 

through teachers’ observations, negotiated and at 

times resisted dominant gender ideologies 

embedded in canonical texts. Reading thus 

emerged not only as a site of identification but 

also as a site of contestation where students 

actively reconstructed normative meanings. The 

analysis was further informed by Critical 

Pedagogy [28], which supported the 

identification of systemic silences and power 

dynamics embedded in curricula. In Freirean 

terms, such reflective dialogue was conceived as 

praxis, encouraging teachers and learners to 

extend critical consciousness beyond the 

classroom to challenge structural gender 

hierarchies. 

By placing Queer Theory at the core, this 

study foregrounded the interrogation of 

heteronormative assumptions and the negotiation 

of gender and identity within literary 

engagement. Reader-Response Theory 

complemented this lens by highlighting how 

meaning emerged through students’ individual 

interactions with texts, revealing moments of 

identification, negotiation, and resistance. 

Critical Pedagogy further extended the analysis 

to collective consciousness and transformative 

practice, linking classroom interactions to 

broader social and structural critiques. Together, 

this triangulation constructed a ‘queer-critical 

pedagogy of reading,’ in which Queer Theory 

directed the interpretive focus, while Reader-

Response and Critical Pedagogy operationalised 

both individual and social dimensions of reading, 

interpretation, and identity formation. 

Figure 1 presents a conceptual model 

illustrating the relationship between reading 

experience, critical consciousness, and gender 

identity affirmation. The model situates 

Sedgwick’s Queer Theory [17] at the centre as 

the primary interpretive lens through which 

Rosenblatt’s Reader-Response Theory [30], and 

Freire’s Critical Pedagogy [28] are connected. 

Reader-Response Theory emphasises individual 

reading experiences as spaces of meaning-

making and emotional engagement, while 

Critical Pedagogy highlights the development of 

critical consciousness through dialogical 

reflection. Queer Theory binds these dimensions 

by demonstrating how reading becomes a 

performative and transformative act through 

which students negotiate and affirm their gender 

identities. Together, the three theories illuminate 

how inclusive literary practices can enable 

students to read against heteronormative 

narratives, reflect critically on power relations, 

and affirm diverse subjectivities. 
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QUEER THEORY

(Primary interpretive lens)

- Interrogates heteronormativity

- Gender negotiation and indentity formation

READER-RESPONSE THEORY

- Engagement with texts

- Individual meaning-making

CRITICAL PEDAGOGY THEORY

- Collective consciousness

- Praxis and social critique

GENDER IDENTITY AFFIRMATION

- Individual and collective meaning-making

- Resistance and construction

- Transformative praxis

 
Figure 1. Conceptual model linking reading experience, critical consciousness, and gender identity 

affirmation through queer theory, reader-response theory, and critical pedagogy 

 

Participant selection 

Purposive sampling was used to select six 

English teachers from three high schools in the 

OR Tambo District, Eastern Cape Province, 

South Africa. Teachers were chosen for their 

direct involvement in teaching and assessing 

literary texts, enabling them to report on and 

reflect upon how the absence of gender-diverse 

voices may influence students’ identity 

formation. Students were not included as 

participants; instead, teachers provided their 

professional perspectives and observations of 

students’ engagement with literary texts. This 

approach allowed for a triangulation of data 

sources within the teachers’ narratives and 

enriched the study by capturing multiple 

viewpoints on inclusive and critical reading 

practices while maintaining ethical standards 

regarding student involvement. 

 

Data collection instruments 

Semi-structured interviews were used to explore 

teachers’ experiences of the absence of gender-

diverse voices in literature. This approach 

allowed for flexible probing, generating rich and 

nuanced data [35]. Interviews were conducted 

over two weeks and audio-recorded with 

participants’ consent. Among the key questions 

asked were the following. Firstly, how do you 

interpret the gender representations in the 

prescribed literature, and how do you perceive 

this may influence students’ sense of identity or 

belonging in the classroom? Secondly, how do 

you perceive the impact of including, or 

excluding, gender-diverse voices in literature on 

students’ engagement, self-worth, and critical 

thinking, based on your observations? Thirdly, 

how do you think the current literary curriculum 

reflects or challenges societal norms around 

gender, and what changes could better support 

diverse student identities from your perspective? 

 

Data analysis 

Data were analysed thematically by identifying 

recurring patterns, themes, and linkages across 

interviews, reflections, and text analyses. 

Responses were coded, categorised, and 

interpreted to determine relationships between 

teachers’ perspectives and curricular 

representations of gender. Triangulation was 

achieved through the integration of interview 

data, participants’ written reflections, and 

analysis of the literary texts they taught. The 

analysis was further informed by Reader-

Response Theory, Critical Pedagogy, and Queer 

Theory, which together provided a lens for 

interpreting how literary silences shape or 

constrain diverse identities.  

 

Validity and reliability 

To ensure the credibility and reliability of the 

findings, multiple strategies were employed. 
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Member checking was conducted to confirm the 

accuracy of interpretations with participants, 

while peer debriefing and code-recode 

verification eliminated researcher bias. An audit 

trail documented key decisions throughout the 

research process, enhancing transparency. 

Triangulation across interviews, written 

reflections, and textual analyses further 

strengthened the reliability of the results by 

offering a multi-dimensional perspective on the 

phenomenon under investigation. 

 
RESULT AND DISCUSSION 

This study aimed to investigate teachers’ 

perceptions of the impact of the absence of 

gender-diverse voices in literature on student 

identity formation in South African classrooms. 

It also sought to identify strategies, as suggested 

by teachers, for promoting gender inclusivity in 

literary curricula. It was situated within the 

interpretivist paradigm, which posits that reality 

is socially constructed and can be most 

effectively understood through individuals’ lived 

experiences and perspectives [36]. Data analysis 

examined teachers’ interpretations of literary 

texts and their perceptions of students’ 

engagement with gender representation, guided 

by Sedgwick’s Queer Theory [17], Rosenblatt’s 

Reader-Response Theory [30], and Freire’s 

Critical Pedagogy [28]. Together, these lenses 

highlighted how teachers perceive meaning 

making and power dynamics as shaping students’ 

identity formation and engagement with 

literature. Data were analysed thematically using 

Braun and Clarke’s [37] approach. After multiple 

readings and careful coding of the transcribed 

interviews, key ideas were grouped into emerging 

themes, which were then refined to align with the 

study’s objectives and theoretical framework. 

The themes that emerged from the analysis were: 

Feelings of exclusion and identity erosion among 

students; Emotional and psychological impact on 

learning; Curriculum Reform and Inclusive Text 

Selection; as well as Teacher Training and 

Pedagogical Approaches.  Figure 2 provides a 

visual summary of the objectives, themes, and the 

overall findings that emerged from the 

discussions. 

 

 
Figure 2. Overview of the study objectives, themes identified through thematic analysis,  

and overall findings 

 

Theme A1: Feelings of exclusion and identity 

erosion among students 

One major finding on the absence of gender-

diverse voices in literature is that it fosters 

feelings of alienation and identity fragmentation 

among non-conforming students. As Govender 

[38] notes, South African educational resources 

often exacerbate the marginalisation of non-

heteronormative identities. Through his analysis 

of texts, classroom discourse, and teacher 

Objective 1: Impact of the absence 

of gender diverse voices. 

Impact  

Objective 2: Strategies to 

enhance inclusivity. 

Theme 1: 

Exclusion and identity erosion 

-Alienation and withdrawal 

-Loss of belonging. 

 

Theme 1: 

Curriculum reform and inclusive texts 

-Representation fosters belonging 

-Challenges stereotypes. 

Theme 2: 

Emotional and psychological impact 

-Disengagement and dropout 

-Internalised invisibility. 

 

Theme 2: 

Teacher training and pedagogy 

-Teachers as mediators 

-Professional development 

-Inclusive practices. 

 

Overall finding: 

Exclusion undermines identity, well-being 

and learning. 

Overall finding: 

Representation + training = 

inclusive classrooms. 
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practices, the author illustrates how dominant 

narratives reinforce rigid gender stereotypes and 

silence gender-nonconforming individuals. He 

further argues that traditional school texts and 

curricula frequently conflate sex, gender, and 

sexuality, thereby upholding patriarchal and 

heteronormative ideologies. This exclusion not 

only alienates gender-diverse students but also 

limits all students’ ability to critically engage 

with diverse identities.  

Echoing this sentiment, Participants 1 and 2 

explained that gender-diverse students often 

disengage during lessons when texts reinforce 

traditional gender roles. They withdraw from 

discussions or avoid sharing ideas because they 

“don’t see themselves mirrored in the stories,” 

which affects their confidence and sense of 

belonging. One teacher recalled a student who 

hesitated to share his personal story, saying, “I 

don’t think anyone would understand,” reflecting 

how invisibility in literature can silence identity 

expression. 

This observation emphasises the emotional 

and psychological effects that exclusionary 

narratives can have on gender-diverse students. 

The participants’ reflection captures a significant 

reality, in agreement with Nkealah and Prozesky 

[39], that when students do not see themselves 

mirrored in the literature they study, they may 

feel insignificant, invalidated, or detached. In 

Rosenblatt’s transactional terms, disengagement 

here can be read as a form of ‘resistant reading,’ 

signalling that meaning making is disrupted when 

lived experience finds no textual resonance. This 

rupture reflects the limits of canonical literature 

in supporting diverse interpretive communities. 

 From a Queer Theory perspective, this 

invisibility not only causes alienation but also 

exposes what Sedgwick [17] calls the 

“epistemological closet,” the system of 

knowledge through which heteronormativity is 

naturalised and maintained within educational 

and literary discourse. In this sense, Queer 

Theory operates not merely as an interpretive 

supplement to explain representational effects, 

but as the primary critical framework that 

interrogates how schools, curricula, and textual 

selections reproduce heteronormative 

assumptions as common sense. The silencing of 

LGBTQIA+ identities in prescribed texts is 

therefore not incidental; it is symptomatic of a 

broader epistemological order that privileges 

heterosexuality as the invisible norm while 

rendering other identities deviant or unspeakable. 

By foregrounding the epistemological dimension 

of Queer Theory, this study challenges these 

mechanisms of exclusion and reveals how the 

literary curriculum participates in sustaining 

heteronormative ideologies. The teachers' 

observations thus reflect not only a 

representational gap, but also the structural 

disciplining of identity that Queer Theory 

challenges.  
This observed behaviour, which includes 

withdrawal from discussions and discomfort 

during classes, suggests more than just a lack of 

engagement. It also points to a deeper struggle for 

identity affirmation. When texts reflect 

traditional gender roles, students whose identities 

deviate from these norms may feel marginalised, 

which can undermine confidence and classroom 

participation. However, from a Reader-Response 

perspective, students’ engagements with texts are 

not only passive reflections of what is present or 

absent in the curriculum; they are also 

interpretive acts through which meaning is 

constructed, resisted, or reimagined. As this 

study suggests, the transactional process of 

reading is not value-neutral; it operates within 

sociocultural hierarchies, shaping whose 

emotions and identities are legitimised. 

Teachers in this study noted that some 

students, despite feelings of exclusion, used 

discussions and writing activities to question 

traditional portrayals of masculinity and 

femininity, thereby demonstrating interpretive 

agency. Such acts of resistance align with 

Rosenblatt’s [30] view that reading is a 

transactional process, where the reader’s lived 

experiences and social consciousness shape 

textual interpretation. When students were 

encouraged to reflect critically on gendered 

representations, they often articulated alternative 

readings that challenged heteronormative 

assumptions and created space for more inclusive 

perspectives. This suggests that even within 

restrictive curricular contexts, students engage in 

processes of meaning negotiation that reveal both 

their emotional and cognitive involvement in 

literature. In this way, Reader-Response Theory 

extends beyond emotional identification to 

become a critical tool for understanding how 

students negotiate dominant meanings and assert 

their identities through interpretive practice. 

Participants further advocated for the 

implementation of critical literacy techniques 

that enable students to question and deconstruct 

dominant narratives as a means of promoting 
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diversity. These findings align with Freire’s 

Critical Pedagogy theory [28], which views 

education as a tool to foster critical 

consciousness, equipping students to challenge 

the social, political, and economic assumptions 

that sustain injustice. In this context, classroom 

discussions about gender representation are not 

ends in themselves but catalysts for social 

awareness and collective action. When students 

critically engage with literary texts, they begin to 

recognise how gender hierarchies are constructed 

and sustained and, more importantly, how they 

can challenge these structures both within and 

beyond the classroom.  

By including literature that reflects multiple 

gender identities and encouraging students to 

analyse, write, and speak back to texts, teachers 

enable learners to connect literary critique with 

everyday experiences of inequality. Such 

engagement represents Freire’s [28] praxis, 

where reflection through dialogue leads to 

socially responsive action, whether by reshaping 

peer dynamics, influencing community attitudes, 

or fostering inclusive practices in schools. This 

approach not only validates marginalised voices 

and supports vulnerable students’ self-concept 

but also positions literature teaching as a 

transformative act that cultivates empathy, social 

responsibility, and agency. 

 

Theme A2: Emotional and psychological 

impact on learning  
While critical literacy techniques are essential for 

creating an inclusive and diverse learning 

environment, it is equally important to recognise 

how these practices affect students emotionally 

and psychologically. When students see 

themselves reflected in the curriculum and feel 

validated through inclusive representation, it 

shapes their identity and supports their emotional 

well-being and readiness to learn. This shift from 

external validation to internal emotional 

experience offers insight into how inclusivity 

fosters psychological development and enriches 

the overall learning experience. Echoing Brown 

[40], Participants 3 and 4 observed that the 

absence of gender-diverse voices has eroded 

many students’ confidence, leading some to 

disengage or even drop out. They noted that 

inclusive texts could affirm non-binary learners 

while nurturing empathy among peers. One 

participant stressed that “the lack of diverse 

narratives limits opportunities for all students to 

develop understanding and compassion. 

As stated by this participant, students who do 

not see themselves reflected in literary narratives 

may internalise societal notions of invisibility or 

inferiority. Drawing from a sociocultural and 

poststructuralist perspective, Vadeboncoeur and 

Padilla-Petry [41] argue that youth construct 

identities through interactions with institutional 

narratives like school norms and teacher 

expectations. Identity formation, they assert, is 

not an isolated process but deeply embedded in 

social, cultural, and institutional frameworks. 

When gender-diverse students encounter 

literature that excludes their experiences, they 

may feel alienated and inadequate. These 

emotions can lead to diminished motivation, 

increased anxiety, and disconnection from the 

learning environment. Participants 1 and 2's 

observation that some students have stopped 

attending school underscores the seriousness of 

this exclusion, showing how a lack of 

representation can result in tangible academic 

consequences.  

The emotional and psychological impact of 

excluding gender-diverse voices in literature 

cannot be underestimated. As stated earlier, 

exposure to different narratives allows 

marginalised students to see their identities 

validated, fostering belonging and self-worth, 

while also cultivating empathy and inclusivity 

among peers. Beyond representation, a queer 

reading practice encourages students to 

deconstruct how gender is performed and policed 

through language, narrative voice, and authorial 

perspective, thereby expanding possibilities for 

identity beyond binary categories. In keeping 

with Queer Theory, this study recognises that 

integrating diverse voices is not merely an act of 

representational inclusion but a challenge to the 

epistemological structures that sustain 

cisheteronormativity.  

Drawing on Sedgwick’s [17] notion of the 

Epistemology of the Closet, the curriculum itself 

is understood as a system of knowledge that 

privileges certain forms of identity and silences 

others, defining what is sayable and teachable 

within the classroom. By foregrounding gender-

diverse narratives, educators disrupt these 

knowledge hierarchies, enabling students to 

perceive how heteronormativity operates as a 

regime of truth rather than a natural order. This 

shift moves literary study from inclusion toward 

epistemic transformation, where students learn to 

question not only who is represented but how 



 

 

Ndabeni, Teachers’ perspectives on the absence of … 103 

  

knowledge about gender and identity is produced 

and legitimised. 

 This reorientation enhances classroom 

cohesiveness and learning outcomes by fostering 

critical awareness alongside empathy. The 

erasure of such narratives marginalises specific 

student groups and undermines the educational 

experience by limiting understanding and 

inclusion. To counter these effects, educational 

stakeholders must advocate for a literary 

curriculum that reflects student diversity. In 

doing so, schools can foster emotional well-

being, academic engagement, and a learning 

environment where every student feels seen, 

valued, and empowered. 

 

Theme B1: Curriculum reform and inclusive 

text selection 
One of the most effective ways to enhance gender 

inclusivity in school literature is through 

curriculum reform and the deliberate selection of 

diverse texts. However, as Freire [28] reminds us, 

genuine transformation requires more than the 

addition of new content; it demands a critical 

examination of how knowledge itself is 

constructed and legitimised within education. 

From this perspective, curriculum reform must 

move beyond the rhetoric of inclusion to 

interrogate the hegemonic logic that governs 

what is taught, whose voices are amplified, and 

whose experiences are silenced. In Freire’s [28] 

terms, liberation in education is achieved through 

dialogue, reflection, and action, a process that 

enables both teachers and students to unveil the 

ideological structures shaping the curriculum and 

to act toward change. Thus, reforming the 

literature curriculum entails not simply inserting 

queer narratives but engaging critically with how 

heteronormativity and patriarchy have 

historically defined the “canon.” This approach 

aligns with Reygan and Swanepoel’s [42] 

argument for inclusive policy implementation, 

affirming sexual and gender diversity while 

rejecting the implicit and explicit violence of 

exclusion. 

Including gender-diverse voices in literature 

therefore becomes an act of epistemic resistance. 

It exposes students to a wider range of identities 

while also challenging the hierarchical systems of 

meaning that marginalise them. Through this 

process, classrooms are transformed into spaces 

of collective inquiry and agency, where students 

learn not only to read texts differently but to 

reimagine the world through more equitable and 

inclusive lenses. However, traditional curricula 

often privilege heteronormative and binary 

constructions of gender, reinforcing exclusion 

and marginalising alternative ways of knowing. 

To address this, policymakers, curriculum 

developers, and publishers must collaborate to 

reform curricula in ways that go beyond 

tokenistic inclusion, interrogating the epistemic 

structures that determine whose stories are taught 

and legitimised. Strategically incorporating texts 

reflecting diverse gender identities can transform 

literary spaces into sites of critical engagement, 

where all students’ identities and experiences are 

recognised, validated, and affirmed. In this way, 

curricular reform itself becomes a form of 

epistemic intervention, challenging the 

hierarchies of knowledge that have historically 

marginalised certain identities. To this effect, 

participants 5 and 6 emphasised the urgency of 

reforming the literature curriculum to include 

diverse gender identities. One recalled how a 

student, after reading a novel with a gender-

diverse protagonist, “saw herself mirrored in 

literature for the first time,” an experience that 

fostered joy and self-acceptance. Another 

stressed that “inclusive literature goes beyond 

visibility. It fosters belonging, challenges 

stereotypes, and helps all students feel seen and 

valued. 

This theme emphasises the importance of 

curricular reform and intentional text selection in 

creating student identity, empathy, and 

belonging. The educator's reaction demonstrates 

the enormous emotional impact that inclusive 

literature may have on students, especially those 

who have rarely, if ever, seen themselves 

reflected in educational materials. The student's 

reaction to seeing a gender-diverse protagonist is 

more than just enjoyment; it signals a deeper 

level of acknowledgement and affirmation. At 

that moment, literature served as a mirror, 

affirming the student's identity and providing a 

rare sense of visibility within the school setting. 

The call to action directed at educators, 

policy makers, and publishers highlights the 

communal responsibility involved in developing 

a curriculum that authentically reflects the 

diversity of South African classrooms. The 

participant's urgent tone indicates an 

understanding that without immediate and 

thoughtful reform, the curriculum risks 

reinforcing exclusionary attitudes. This 

theme portrays literature as more than just a 

subject of study, but also as a social and cultural 
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force that, depending on our choices, can 

marginalise or empower. 

While curriculum reform and inclusive text 

selection serve as the foundation for gender-

inclusive education, these efforts must be 

supplemented with pedagogical approaches that 

bring such texts to life in meaningful and 

affirming ways. The presence of diverse literature 

alone is insufficient; teachers have a significant 

role in influencing how these books are read and 

debated in class.  

 

Theme B2: Teacher training and pedagogical 

approaches  
Beyond curriculum adjustments, teachers must 

ensure that literature is taught in ways that 

encourage gender diversity. Teachers serve as 

intermediaries between students and texts, 

shaping how gender identities are seen and 

debated in the classroom. However, many 

teachers may lack the necessary expertise to 

promote discussions about gender diversity, or 

they may be hesitant to approach non-traditional 

gender identities in literature. Professional 

development programs that provide instructors 

with inclusive pedagogical practices are crucial 

to fostering a classroom culture that embraces 

diversity. As Ndebele et al. [43] argue, the 

contemporary South African classroom needs a 

comprehensive overhaul of initial teacher 

education programs. These authors maintain that 

current ITE curricula have remained stagnant and 

uncoordinated with the evolving demands of 

contemporary classrooms, particularly in terms 

of inclusivity and diversity.  

Through gender-sensitive practices such as 

open discussions, critical engagement with 

representations of gender, and the use of 

inclusive language, teachers can foster a 

classroom environment where all students feel 

recognised, respected, and valued, not only as 

students, but as individuals. Echoing this 

sentiment, participants 4 and 6 expressed 

uncertainty about addressing gender diversity in 

class, fearing backlash or using the wrong 

language. “I often avoid the topic altogether,” one 

admitted, adding that professional development 

would build confidence for such discussions. 

Others noted that even when teachers wish to 

initiate inclusive dialogue, the absence of 

representative texts and resources limits what can 

be achieved. 

This comment underscores the confusion and 

lack of confidence that many teachers experience 

when it comes to conducting discussions about 

gender diversity. The participants expressed 

concern about unintentionally offending students 

or eliciting negative reactions from parents or 

school officials. This hesitation indicates a deficit 

in teacher education and highlights the 

importance of structured professional 

development that provides educators with the 

language, resources, and confidence to engage in 

inclusive, courteous, and informed classroom 

interactions. It also mirrors prior research 

showing that heteronormative curricula limit 

teacher agency and reduce opportunities for 

students to critically engage with diverse 

identities [44], [45]. Consistent with Freire’s [28] 

concept of critical consciousness, these findings 

suggest that meaningful inclusion requires both 

curricular reform and instructional support, 

including teacher training, access to diverse texts, 

and pedagogical resources. Together, they 

underscore that fostering gender-inclusive 

classrooms depends on addressing structural 

inequities while empowering teachers to enact 

transformative practice. 

Overall, the findings underscore that the 

absence of gender-diverse voices in literature 

limits students’ opportunities to see themselves 

reflected and constrains their engagement with 

identity, difference, and belonging. Interpreted 

through an integrated theoretical lens, combining 

Reader-Response Theory, Critical Pedagogy, and 

Queer Theory, these insights reveal how reading, 

reflection, and resistance operate together in the 

classroom. Reader-Response Theory highlights 

how students’ lived experiences and emotions 

shape textual meaning; Critical Pedagogy 

situates this engagement within broader social 

and institutional contexts, fostering dialogue and 

critical consciousness; and Queer Theory 

reframes these processes as performative acts that 

challenge heteronormativity and affirm diverse 

identities. This epistemological dialogue 

suggests that literary learning spaces are not 

merely sites of interpretation, but also spaces of 

identity performance and social transformation. 

Through queer-informed reader response and 

critically conscious pedagogy, students can 

reimagine texts and, in turn, reimagine 

themselves as active participants in constructing 

inclusive meanings. 

Although grounded in South African 

classrooms, the study also contributes to the 

global discourse on queer pedagogy by showing 

how inclusive literary practices can transform 
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learning environments. The integration of these 

three frameworks offers a transferable model for 

educators seeking equitable and critically 

conscious classrooms. By foregrounding gender-

diverse voices, South African classrooms 

exemplify how local pedagogical practices can 

advance broader struggles for inclusivity, 

recognition, and educational justice, aligning 

with international scholarship that positions 

queer pedagogy as resistance to 

heteronormativity and coloniality. 

 
CONCLUSION 

From a South African perspective, this study 

investigated teachers' perceptions of the impact 

of the absence of gender-diverse voices in 

literature on student identity formation, making 

an original contribution by linking curricular 

representation to teachers' observations of 

students' self-concept, engagement, and sense of 

belonging, particularly among Black 

LGBTQIA+ students. Drawing on Rosenblatt's 

Reader-Response Theory, Freire's Critical 

Pedagogy, and Queer Theory, the study 

demonstrated that literature serves not just as a 

mirror for identity affirmation, but also as a site 

for negotiating power dynamics and 

marginalisation. It underscored that inclusive 

literary practices must foster visibility while 

simultaneously challenging the categories and 

binaries that perpetuate exclusion. By examining 

teachers’ reflections on how students engage with 

texts, or experience alienation when 

representation is lacking, the study expanded on 

existing knowledge on the role of inclusive 

literature in shaping personal and academic 

development. Findings highlighted the critical 

need for curriculum change, emphasizing how 

deliberate inclusion of both dominant and 

marginalized gender narratives can foster 

equitable, socially responsive, and 

compassionate learning environments. This is 

particularly significant in South Africa, where 

historical, cultural, and systemic factors reinforce 

the marginalization of nonconforming identities, 

making inclusive texts an essential instrument for 

educational equity and social justice. Ultimately, 

this study demonstrated that literature is not 

neutral. Teachers' observations indicated that it 

shapes identities, mediates social inclusion, and 

empowers students to see themselves reflected 

and valued in the classroom and society. 

Recommendations. This study underscores 

the urgent need for curriculum reform that 

actively incorporates gender-diverse voices in 

South African classrooms. Teachers should be 

supported with professional training programs 

which equip them with inclusive 

pedagogical strategies and resources. Curriculum 

designers and policymakers are encouraged to 

promote texts that reflect various identities and 

challenge traditional gender binary assumptions, 

ensuring that literature serves as both a mirror 

and a window for all students. Freire’s pedagogy 

would require such training to move beyond 

technical inclusivity, nurturing a dialogic 

classroom culture in which both teachers and 

students co-investigate oppression and envision 

emancipatory alternatives. 

Limitations of the study. While this study 

provides valuable insights, it is constrained by a 

small sample size, which may not represent the 

full spectrum of teachers' experiences across 

different regions and school types. The focus on 

teachers' perspectives, without incorporating 

student voices directly, compromises the 

capacity to fully comprehend learners' real-life 

experiences of exclusion or affirmation. 

Furthermore, while the interpretivist paradigm is 

appropriate for depth, it limits the generalisability 

of the findings beyond the immediate context. 

Prospects for future research. Future research 

should include student voices to capture 

lived experiences of representation and exclusion 

in literature. Comparative studies across 

provinces and school types would provide a 

broader understanding of regional and 

institutional differences. Longitudinal studies 

could also investigate how inclusive curricula 

influence identity formation as well as 

engagement over time. 
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