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Rainbow Coalition of Yellowknife (RCYK) is an outreach program designed to 
support queer and trans youth in Yellowknife. RCYK is dedicated to creating a 
safer space for queer and trans youth in Yellowknife through: raising awareness 
about queer or trans issues and identities; helping queer or trans youth 
build confidence; supporting parents of queer and trans youth to accept, 
understand and love their children; providing advice or support to community 
agencies and organizations about queer and trans issues; advocating for 
a safer more equitable territory for queer and trans youth, and; operating a 
Rainbow Youth Centre in Yellowknife.

WRITTEN BY : Jacq Brasseur for Rainbow Coalition of Yellowknife

This material was printed with the support of the Government of the 
Northwest Territories.

Electronic versions of this toolkit and other resource materials available 
online at www.rainbowcoalitionyk.org/resources
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Everybody deserves to feel safe at school...

 According to Egale Canada’s National Climate Survey, almost 
two thirds of LGBTQ+1 students reported that they feel unsafe at 
school. Every educator knows that if a student doesn’t feel safe at 
school, their learning and academic growth are threatened. It can be 
really hard to create an inclusive and safe classroom for any educator, 
but if you don’t work with a supportive administration team or if you 
work in a small school with limited resources, it can be even harder.

 Often, people don’t realize that their classroom even has 
LGBTQ+ students, but young people are identifying as LGBTQ+ at 
much higher rates than previous generations. It’s important to point 
out that this isn’t because more students are LGBTQ+, but because it is 
getting safer and safer for people to come out2. For LGBTQ+ students, 
a safe and supportive classroom might look very different than what it 
looks like for students who are heterosexual or cisgender3.

 This toolkit isn’t a safer school guide; it’s a toolkit for individual 
teachers to be able to make their classrooms safer, and more inclusive 
spaces. We’ve put thought into these tips, to ensure that every 
educator can implement them, no matter if they live in Yellowknife or in 
a smaller, isolated community.

 Everybody deserves to feel safe at school, and you can help 
make that happen!

1 LGBTQ+ refers to the lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, Two-Spirit,  
queer & questioning community
2 Coming out refers to the process where an LGBTQ+ person discloses 
their identity to others
3 Cisgender is a word that describes people who identify as the same 
gender that they were assigned at birth; not transgender
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Tip 1Have the knowledge.

Knowing which words to use and what questions to ask is really daunting, 
but it’s really important. Without having a simple understanding of 
the challenges and issues of what your LGBTQ+ students might be 
experiencing, you won’t be able to grasp what sorts of things your 
students might need to feel safer.

Rainbow Coalition of Yellowknife creates and maintains resources 
on our website, and we have a library of books, movies and graphic 
novels available to everybody. Other good places to learn from are 
organizations like Egale Canada, GLSEN (Based in the United States), 
PFLAG Canada, the Canadian Centre for Diversity and Inclusion, and 
the Canadian Centre for Gender and Sexual Diversity. 

All that being said, it’s especially important to recognize the unique ways 
that your LGBTQ+ students might understand their identity. LGBTQ+ 
people have different understandings or relationships with themselves 
that are often related to their cultural identities or lived experience. 

You can also contact RCYK to either host a workshop in your classroom, 
or provide you with some activities that you can facilitate with your 
students to gain knowledge about LGBTQ+ issues and identities.

• Try to have books related to LGBTQ+ people in your 
classroom library.

• Access professional development opportunities that touch on 
LGBTQ+ students.

• Research and read up on LGBTQ+ young people, issues and 
identities.
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Make it explicit.Tip 2

It can be tempting to assume that issues regarding LGBTQ+ specific 
bullying or violence are automatically included in any rules or policies. 
Often, LGBTQ+ people are left wondering if aspects of their identity 
or experiences are included under zero-tolerance bullying policies. It’s 
important to say it out loud and make it explicit for all students in your 
classroom, especially the LGBTQ+ students. That way, they know that 
they weren’t left out.

Some LGBTQ+ people might not feel comfortable being “out” at 
school, which means that they may have a hard time expressing that 
they feel unsafe or if they’re being bullied. By being loud and clear 
about the fact that LGBTQ+ students have the right to learn free from 
discrimination or bullying by their peers, LGBTQ+ youth won’t have to 
ask questions that may out them.

RCYK can work with you on creating an “explicitly accepting” classroom. 
Some examples of this include:

• Put up “positive space” posters up around your classroom.
• Ensure that any classroom rules or expectations explicitly state 

that students who are LGBTQ+ deserve respect.
• When introducing yourself to students at the beginning of the 

year, inform them that you don’t tolerate discrimination in your 
classroom, including homophobia or transphobia.
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Teach about it.

The curriculum that educators are required to teach aren’t decided 
by teachers themselves; the learning outcomes are mandated by the 
Department of Education, Culture & Employement. 

That being said, it can be really easy to include LGBTQ+ related content 
into most classes without making any changes to curriculum. For a lot 
of students, school is the only place that they spend time learning or 
have access to information or academic knowledge. When an LGBTQ+ 
student goes through school without learning anything about the 
history, stories or issues of the LGBTQ+ community, they can feel left 
out and alienated from their community.

We invite you to reach out to us to ask about specific ways that you can 
work LGBTQ+ content into a lesson, but here are some hypothetical 
examples:

• Particularly in arts based courses, integrate content that has 
been created by LGBTQ+ people or that includes topics that 
touch on LGBTQ+ issues.

• During a novel study, offer students the opportunity to read 
books about LGBTQ+ people or characters.

• In social studies or history class, teach about the different 
milestones that took place for LGBTQ+ people such as the 
decriminalization of homosexuality or the adoption of same-
sex marriage legislation.

• During science or biology class, teach about the fact that 
homosexuality has been observed in every species that have 
sex.

Tip 3
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Classrooms should support all students, regardless of their sexual 
or gender identity. It’s for this reason that it’s important to have an 
understanding of the ways that LGBTQ+ students are often considered 
an “at-risk” population.

In the same way that people with disabilities or visible minorities have 
unique needs at school, LGBTQ+ people also have specific support 
requirements. For example, LGBTQ+ young people are at a higher risk 
of mental health issues, addiction and poverty. It’s also important to 
keep in mind that the majority of homeless youth in Canada identify as 
LGBTQ+.

Here are a handful of examples of how you can better support LGBTQ+ 
students:

• Ensure that you’re referring to students with their preferred 
name and the correct pronouns (and if a trans student has 
asked you to, that you encourage other students to refer to 
them respectfully as well.)

• Work to include gender neutral and inclusive language in the 
classroom, and avoid separating students based on gender. 
(e.g. instead of saying “good morning boys and girls”, try 
greeting everybody with “good morning students”)

• When talking with students about taking care of themselves 
or making healthy choices, consider how an LGBTQ+ identity 
might affect their experience and talk to them about it.

• Support any Gay-Straight Alliances or LGBTQ+ support 
groups that exist in your school or community.

Support all students.Tip 4
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Keep things private.

Creating a space where students can come out to you if they choose to 
is an important part of making your classroom feel safe. Some students 
might never disclose their LGBTQ+ identity to their teacher, but some 
students might. It’s important that you respect the privacy of these 
students. All students should have a right to decide who knows about 
this really special part of their identities.

It can be tempting to share knowledge of a student’s LGBTQ+ identity 
with other staff, other students or their parents; however outing 
somebody without their consent can be really dangerous. An LGBTQ+ 
person might be choosing to keep their identity private for all sorts of 
reasons, but this doesn’t mean that they’re not proud of who they are. 
Fear of experiencing homophobic violence or having an unsupportive 
family are just some examples of reasons why people might not be out 
of the closet.

Here are some things to consider when providing space for LGBTQ+ 
students to come out safely, and when ensuring their privacy:

• During any “get-to-know-you” assignments or homework 
at the beginning of the year, invite students to indicate what 
pronouns they use, what name they prefer, and to share other 
aspects of their identity that they might want to share with you.

• Don’t share an LGBTQ+ student’s identity with their parents, 
even if you think their parents know already.

• Just because a student has come out to you doesn’t mean that 
they want any other staff member to know.

• Be careful when encouraging students to be open about their 
identity; it’s not always the safest choice, particularly for youth 
who might be the only openly LGBTQ+ person in town.

Tip 5
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It’s important that homophobic, biphobic and transphobic comments, 
violence and bullying are taken seriously in the classroom. Homophobic 
language is so common that it can feel like it’s not a big deal when 
students use harmful words, but an LGBTQ+ student in your classroom 
could be truly affected by it.

One of the main reasons why a lot of LGBTQ+ students don’t attend 
school is because of experiencing homophobic bullying and violence 
at the hands of their peers and their teachers. This is why it’s important 
to put an end to bullying or violence as soon as you see it. This means 
that it’s necessary to believe and listen to students who bring this sort of 
discrimination or bullying to your attention.

When addressing homophobic, biphobic or transphobic bullying, here 
are some things to keep in mind:

• Don’t dismiss homophobia or transphobia as “kids will 
be kids”. Homophobic and transphobic kids turn into 
homophobic and transphobic adults.

• Ask students who experience a lot of bullying about how they 
would like you to intervene; different people have different 
needs.

• Misgendering trans students (i.e. referring to them by the 
wrong name or by a pronoun different than the one they use) 
is a form of violence, even if it’s done unintentionally. Make an 
active effort to refer to students the way they have told you to. 
If other students hear a teacher using the correct terms, they 
are more likely to follow suit.

Any bullying based on a person’s gender or sexual identity 
can be considered grounds for a human rights complaint.

Don’t allow bullying.Tip 6



10

Looking for more?

 If you’re looking for even bigger ways to implement 
LGBTQ+ inclusivity in your classroom or school, don’t worry! 

 The Rainbow Coalition of Yellowknife is always willing to 
work to support educators in creating a safer place for LGBTQ+ 
students. We’re able to host workshops, offer peer support 
to students and even give you ideas of how to celebrate and 
recognize your LGBTQ+ students.

 Youth organizations like the Rainbow Coalition of 
Yellowknife and FOXY & SMASH are great resources in the 
NWT that can provide you with support when working to build 
an inclusive classroom. You can also consider reaching out to 
national organizations like Egale Canada or the Canadian Centre 
for Gender & Sexual Diversity.
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Contact us!

If you have any questions, thoughts or concerns, don’t hesitate 
to contact us!

Rainbow Coalition of Yellowknife
P.O. Box 1751 Stn. Main

Yellowknife, NT
X1A 2P3

5112 52nd Street
Yellowknife, NT

X1A 1T6

867-444-RCYK
info@rainbowcoalitionyk.org
www.rainbowcoalitionyk.org
facebook.com/rainbowcoyk

@rainbowcoyk




