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First Comes Love, Then 
Comes Marriage (Equality): 
Welcoming Diverse Families in 
the Elementary Classroom
Selena E. Van Horn and Andrea M. Hawkman

The use of trade books to foster discussion of historical events and major Supreme Court decisions in the elementary classroom 
can serve as a powerful method through which elementary students can begin to see themselves as active contributors to the 
communities and worlds in which they live.1 When students learn how Supreme Court decisions affect their communities and 
lives, they become informed, agentic members of society. In this article and the accompanying lesson plan, we share ways to 
teach about Supreme Court decisions, specifically the decisions that have affected marriage equality, with the C3 Framework.2 
Following the Inquiry Arc, we identify the steps to understanding and evaluating sources about marriage equality and the 
Supreme Court decisions that have affected it, support students in communicating their conclusions to their emerging questions, 
and describe ways to encourage and support students in social action. 

Discussing Marriage Equality in the Elementary 
Classroom
While the term marriage equality is sometimes used inter-
changeably with same-sex marriage, we define marriage equal-
ity as providing equal rights to all married couples including 
same-sex, different-sex (heterosexual), and interracial couples 
(both same-sex and different-sex). When referring specifically 
to same-sex marriage, we will use the term same-sex. When 
referring to both same-sex and interracial couples, and their 
equal rights, we will use the term marriage equality. Defining 
these terms for students will be helpful when engaging in the 
lesson discussions of Supreme Court decisions. 

Obergefell v. Hodges is a case about marriage equality. In June 
2015, the Supreme Court delivered a 5–4 decision determin-
ing that the Fourteenth Amendment to the U.S. Constitution 
requires states to issue marriage licenses to same-sex couples 
and recognize lawfully conducted marriages between same-sex 
couples performed in other states. The Obergefell v. Hodges 
case is the most recent, but not the only Supreme Court deci-
sion that attends to marriage equality. Nearly 50 years earlier, 
in 1967, the Supreme Court decided in Loving v. Virginia that 
states could not prohibit interracial [different-sex] marriage. 

In Social Education, Middleton details a thorough process 
with which secondary social studies teachers can explore the 

complexities of Supreme Court decisions with their students.3 
Although this process is quite helpful for middle and high 
school teachers, here we frame the discussion of Obergefell v. 
Hodges differently as to assist students in understanding how 
this major decision disseminated by the Court relates to their 
lives and communities. Avery and Barton note that while social 
studies in the upper elementary grades tend to separate the 
disciplines of social studies (e.g., history, geography, econom-
ics), early elementary grades tend to focus on the community 
and social life.4 We have designed a lesson to connect to both 
historical and current Supreme Court decisions regarding mar-
riage equality, while also connecting those decisions to students’ 
communities and social life. By historicizing marriage equality 
to encompass both the Loving v. Virginia and Obergefell v. 
Hodges decisions, we provide evidence that at times Supreme 
Court decisions have been situated in controversy, but have 
brought forth significant advances for civil rights in the United 
States. Additionally, the inclusion of lessons on marriage equal-
ity and families with same-sex parents is about creating wel-
coming spaces and understanding of equality.5

The State of California’s Fair, Accurate, Inclusive, and 
Respectful (FAIR) Education Act calls upon educators to teach 
about the contributions Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, 
and/or Queer+ (LGBTQ+) people have made throughout 
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history.6 In Illinois, the state senate voted to require public 
schools to teach about LGBTQ+ history.7 In Massachusetts, 
an LGBTQ+ inclusive curriculum is slated to be released by 
the end of 2018.8 After reviewing the state of LGBTQ+ inclu-
sion in K-12 curriculum across the United States, Cruz and 
Bailey posited, “from a purely academic perspective, excluding 
LGBTQ+ history and issues is simply inaccurate.”9 Hess writes 
that avoiding such issues in classroom discussions “deprives 
students of the opportunity to prepare to participate in the 
national debate over one of the most significant civil rights 
issues of our time.”10 The lesson plan discussed in this article 
provides an example of how elementary teachers can, through 
thoughtful exploration of this important issue, push through 
feelings of resistance they may encounter and provide histori-
cally accurate information and significant support for students’ 
academic and personal growth. 

Selecting Trade Books on Marriage Equality 
Well-chosen trade books have the ability to bring history 
and social issues to life. According to Brophy and Alleman, 
the incorporation of children’s literature adds enrichment to 
elementary social studies.11 Through students’ connections to 
stories, teachers can share the importance and power of the 
U.S. Supreme Court and their rulings. Ackerman, Howson, 
and Mulrey use trade books that connect to nonfiction stories, 
noting, “the inquiry process of looking for sources and analyz-
ing content leads to the development of critical analysis.”12 
The following lesson includes The Case for Loving, a picture 
book, about the true story of Mildred and Richard Loving, an 
interracial couple who were the plaintiffs in the 1967 Supreme 
Court case of Loving v. Virginia.13

Not all trade books must connect to a nonfiction story in 
order to teach about issues in social studies. There are 
appropriate works of fiction as well. Tschida and Brown 
Buchanan traced the work of one kindergarten teacher in 
North Carolina that utilized an inclusive fiction text set to 
expand students’ understanding of diverse family composi-
tions and experiences.14

In Missouri, Selena facilitated an afterschool book club 
focused on social justice topics with second-graders in 
Missouri.15 In this study, some students were new to the topic of 
same-sex parents, while others had friends and family members 
who identified as LGBTQ+ or knew of children with same-sex 
parents. The students asked questions and engaged in meaning-
ful discussions that grew deeper with time. One question, “How 
do you have two moms?” opened space for students to share 
their own understandings and questions. After reading Who’s in 
a Family (a fictional about multiple family structures including 
different-sex, same-sex, and single parents), one student asked 
if one of the moms was the “real mom” and if the other was a 
“stepmom.”16 Selena invited students to offer multiple perspec-
tives, as some of the book club members had “real moms and 
stepmoms.” She then told them the two moms in the book were 
“both the real moms.” Some students chimed in by mentioning 
television shows they had watched that had same-sex parents. 
“Yeah, they [fell] in love and they got married, so they had 
kids” (see p. 8 of note 5). Other students mentioned that they 
had classmates who had same-sex parents. 

Selena’s study with the book club showed the value of guid-
ing students through their questions about same-sex parents 
and diverse family structures, as well as the importance of 

continued on page 29
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Introduction to the Lesson
In order to teach about the Supreme Court decisions on marriage equality, teachers will need to understand what students 
already know, what questions they may have, and potential areas for exploration. Some students may have questions about 
what same-sex marriage or marriage equality means, but others may already be familiar with the terms and have friends, or 
family members, or both who identify as LGBTQ+. For example, in Utah, Andrea’s two-year-old daughter, Marin, often 
exclaims proudly to her daycare classmates, “I have two moms!” when families are discussed during circle time. Marin’s 
classmates and teachers also recognize both of her moms when one, or both, pick her up from school each day. 

After teachers identify their elementary students’ background knowledge, experiences, and questions, students can 
examine the two Supreme Court decisions that affected the status of marriage equality in the United States. Students can 
be asked how lives are different now that same-sex couples are legally able to marry, just as they can reflect on how lives 
were different after interracial marriage became legal. 

Finally, after a thorough discussion of the historic trajectory of marriage equality, students can develop and engage in 
social action around creating inclusive and welcoming spaces for all families in their school and community. The action 
component of the lesson intends to provide space for students to become active members of their community. They are 
able to teach others about what they learned and understand that all members of our communities are affected by Supreme 
Court decisions.

Compelling Question
“How do Supreme Court decisions impact our community 
and our lives?” 

C3 Framework Focus Indicators

• D1.2.3-5. Identify disciplinary concepts and ideas asso-
ciated with a compelling question that are open to 
different interpretations. 

• D2. Civ.14.3-5. Illustrate historical and contemporary 
means of changing society.

• D2. His.12.3-5. Generate questions about multiple his-
torical sources and their relationships to particular 
historical events and developments. 

• D3.4.3-5. Use evidence to develop claims in response 
to compelling questions. 

• D4.3.3-5. Present a summary of arguments and explana-
tions to others outside the classroom using print and 
oral technologies (e.g., posters, essays, letters, debates, 
speeches, and reports) and digital technologies (e.g., 
Internet, social media, and digital documentary).  

Developing Questions and Planning Inquiries
The compelling question “How do Supreme Court deci-
sions impact our community and our lives?” represents a 
complex issue for students to consider. To gain insight into 

students’ prior knowledge, begin by exploring responses 
to a series of supporting questions. Use chart paper to 
record student responses and keep record of additional 
supporting questions they generate through the opening 
discussion. 

• What are the responsibilities of the Supreme Court? 

• What do you know about the Supreme Court and its 
decisions? 

• What impact do Supreme Court decisions have on 
your life? 

Based on their responses to these questions, guide 
students to the conclusion that the Supreme Court influ-
ences their lives in a variety of ways. Upon examining 
prior knowledge, students may need a primer activity 
exploring the functions of the Supreme Court using an 
infographic from usa.gov or accessing Congress for Kids, 
a student-friendly website with information about the 
Supreme Court. In this lesson, however, focus attention 
on one area in which the Supreme Court influences soci-
ety, that is, through examining cases related to marriage 
equality. Focus the discussion with the following support-
ing questions: 

• What was the Supreme Court’s decision in the Loving 
v. Virginia case? 

Supreme Court Decisions and Diverse Families LESSON PLAN
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• What was the Supreme Court’s decision in the 
Obergefell v. Hodges case? 

• What does marriage equality mean? 

Historicizing Marriage Equality
In order to thoughtfully respond to the compelling ques-
tion, students must develop historical knowledge about 
the two Supreme Court decisions at the center of this les-
son. Several trade books associated with marriage equality 
are key resources. As you begin reading aloud The Case for 
Loving: The Fight for Interracial Marriage, draw students in 
with the opening line, “Imagine not being able to marry 
the person you loved.”17 Pause to allow students time to 
consider their responses to this statement. To contex-
tualize this question for students in a developmentally 
appropriate way, ask them to “imagine if members of our 
families or communities could not marry the person they 
love.” Throughout the lesson, students can track their own 
thinking and emerging questions (Handout, p. 32) for 
consideration later in the lesson. 

Stop periodically throughout the reading to ask stu-
dents to reflect on how their community might be differ-
ent today if interracial couples could not marry. Add new 
insights and questions to the handout section on Loving v. 
Virginia and check for understanding about the Supreme 
Court with the following supporting questions: 

• What was the decision of the Supreme Court in the 
Loving v. Virginia case? 

• How did this decision affect the Loving family? 

• How did this decision affect other interracial cou-
ples?

After discussing how this decision affected interra-
cial couples at that moment in history, invite students 
to reflect on interracial marriage today, 50 years later. 
Additional supporting questions include: 

• How does the Supreme Court decision in the Loving 
v. Virginia case still affect our community and lives 
today? 

• How might our communities be different if interra-
cial couples could not marry or be in relationships? 

• What challenges do we still face in society despite 
the Supreme Court decision?

As students question how their communities might be 
different, they will analyze how Supreme Court decisions 
affect the lives of individuals and groups long after the 
decision is made. (Resources, p. 31). Supporting questions 
that will assist in transitioning to Dimension 3 include: 

• What Supreme Court decisions came in the years 
before Loving v. Virginia that might have influenced 
this 1967 decision? 

• How might the ruling in the Loving v. Virginia case 
have influenced cases that came later? 

After historicizing marriage equality with Loving v. 
Virginia, transition the class toward examining Obergefell 
v. Hodges, the 2015 Supreme Court decision on same-sex 
marriage, to expand upon their understanding and defini-
tion of marriage equality.

Dimension 3: Evaluating Sources and Using Evidence 
Upon reading and reflecting on the Loving v. Virginia case, 
teachers can share Asha’s Mums, a fictional picture book 
that provides readers with an example of an elementary-
aged student who has faced challenges at school with 
understanding and acceptance of her two moms.18

Students can work in small groups to discuss how the 
plaintifs in Obergefell v. Hodges faced a different roadblock 
to couples that want to marry. Students can record their 
thinking on their handouts. Describe how the Supreme 
Court decided in favor of same-sex marriage, like it 
decided in favor of interracial marriage. To prime con-
versations in small groups, show a short video of former 
President Obama’s reaction to the Obergefell v. Hodges 
decision.19 The following supporting questions can be 
used to guide discussion: 

• How did the Supreme Court decision in Obergefell v. 
Hodges impact our community and our lives? 

• How might our communities be different, now that 
same-sex couples can be legally married?

• How might teachers in our school be mindful of 
ways that same-sex parents might be unfairly 
excluded? How can we be more inclusive?

As students discuss these supporting questions, check 
for their understanding of marriage equality while evalu-
ating sources. The following are some ways that students 
can begin to evaluate resources and form conclusions 
using evidence. On a classroom chart:
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• With the whole class, create descriptions of the 
decisions in both Loving v. Virginia and Obergefell v. 
Hodges.

• Gather a list of sources that students have found 
helpful.

• Create a timeline of key events, Supreme Court  
decisions, and publication dates for the sources. 

As students evaluate sources, they can use the evidence 
to support their emerging answers to the compelling 
question “How do Supreme Court decisions impact our 
community and our lives?” The whole-group discussion 
and gathering of sources will allow students to review 
information they may have missed, make clear connec-
tions among the sources, and allow the teacher to clear 
up any misconceptions before students communicate 
their conclusions. Although student responses will vary, 
be mindful of fostering dialogue that is advocacy-oriented 
and demonstrates inclusivity. 

Dimension 4: Communicating Conclusions and Taking 
Informed Action 
In the final dimension of the Inquiry Arc, students can take 
informed action based on their conclusions and answers 
to the compelling question. Invite and encourage this 
action through the following activities. First, share a trade 
book where the main character has same-sex parents. 
Stella Brings the Family, similar to Asha’s Mums, is the story 
of a student with same-sex parents who is confronted 
with issues involving a school event. This read will allow 
students to synthesize what they have learned throughout 
the lesson and apply their conclusions to a new situation. 

Asha’s Mums, while including characters of diverse racial, 
ethnic, and sexual identities, was published in 1990, more 
than two decades before the 2015 Supreme Court ruling 
that affirmed same-sex marriage. Perhaps for this reason, 
the students and teacher in the story provide more resis-
tance to the fact of Asha having two moms. Stella Brings 
the Family was published in May of 2015, just before the 
Supreme Court decision on same-sex marriage, and its 
characters are much more inclusive and accepting of a 
different family structure (Stella’s two dads) than were 
some characters in the earlier book. If students do not 
call attention to this difference on their own, ask the fol-
lowing questions: 

• When was each book first published? 

• Where on our timeline (whole-class chart) do we 

place these two publication dates? 

• How might the time period in which a work was 
published play a role in how the authors portray the 
characters? 

• How might Asha’s teacher and classmates act differ-
ently now that the Supreme Court has ruled in favor 
of marriage equality?

Through these questions and class discussion, stu-
dents are able to take the information they have learned 
throughout the lesson, connect it to the sources they 
have evaluated, and communicate their conclusions to 
each other. 

Next, moving to social action, students can work in 
partners or small groups to research the effects of the 
Obergefell v. Hodges decision in their local community. 
Students will teach others about how their community 
is or could be more inclusive of diverse families. After 
students have completed their research, facilitate a dia-
logue around specific individual and group action plans. 
Students could then present a summary of findings and 
explanations to a wider community, using print and 
oral technologies (e.g., posters, essays, letters, debates, 
speeches, and reports) and digital technologies (e.g., social 
media or video documentary). 

Throughout the lesson, students evaluate sources seek-
ing answers for their emergent questions. When invited 
to take part in social action, some students may be inter-
ested in responding differently than others. Encourage 
students to take on individual social actions in addition to 
the whole-group actions. Here we suggest some whole-
class projects.

Analyzing Parent Permission/Student  
Administration Forms
Some students (and teachers) may not have considered 
the ways official school forms can be limiting and/or 
discriminating to diverse families. In Asha’s Mums, stu-
dents learn that parent permission forms may ask for 
the names of, and information from, a mom and a dad, 
thereby restricting parent roles and excluding families 
that do not fit within this heteronormative paradigm.20 For 
this whole-class social action, students will analyze your 
school’s/district’s parent permission forms (e.g. for field 
trips) and student admission forms (e.g. to enroll students 
in school). As a group, you can review the language that is 
used to describe parents. Below are some questions to ask:

• What are the titles for parents? (e.g. Mother/Father, 
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Mom/Dad, Parent or Guardian, etc.)

• Do the forms limit/restrict the number of parents 
(e.g. only two parents, excluding step-parents)?

• Do the forms assume parent roles (a label for mom 
and dad), or do they ask for parents to identify 
their roles (parents or guardians fill in the blanks to 
describe their roles)?

After students analyze the current forms used by your 
school/district, they can write a letter(s) to the superin-
tendent, school board, or equivalent administrators about 
their findings. If students find that the current forms are 
limiting, they can share their findings, back them up with 
evidence from the sources they have reviewed through-
out the lesson, and request that revisions be made to the 
documents. They can even create their own forms and/
or revisions to the current forms to show the possibilities. 
If students find that the current forms are already inclu-
sive, they can write a letter detailing the importance of 
the inclusion, supported by evidence from their sources, 

and thank the administrators for continuing to support 
an inclusive form. This activity supports and encourages 
students to take what they have learned and apply it to 
social action, seeing the possible and actual outcomes 
of their actions. 

Multimedia Presentations of Diverse Families 
Students can take social actions by creating mini-docu-
mentaries or public service announcements about how 
Supreme Court decisions affect our lives, and about the 
value of diverse and inclusive communities. They can cre-
ate videos about the diverse families of the students in the 
classroom and about welcoming more diversity to their 
school. Students can then present their videos to their 
classmates or school community in support of creating a 
more welcoming and inclusive environment. 

The Inquiry Arc is completed when students have had 
the opportunity to present their explanations and answers 
to the compelling question How do Supreme Court deci-
sions impact our community and our lives? They will see 
that societal changes and social action are not achieved 
by one individual, but by many people over time. 

addressing misconceptions. Across these studies, evidence 
indicates that elementary teachers and students can explore 
issues related to diverse families, marriage equality, and civil 
rights. In contrast, omitting trade books and discussions of 
LGBTQ+ people and marriage equality in general denies the 
multiple experiences of our students. 

Sharing trade books on marriage equality—and making 
specific time to discuss same-sex parents and the challenges 
characters face—can be woven into the teaching of Obergefell 
v. Hodges. In addition to learning that same-sex marriages are 
now recognized, accepted, and protected legally, students can 
share multiple perspectives of what the ruling means for their 
home state and city. Through the Inquiry Arc, teachers can 
support students’ questions and even challenge their thinking. 
Just as teachers challenge students to understand the Brown v 
Board of Education decision did not end racism, teachers can 
encourage students to explore how the Obergefell v. Hodges 
decision did not end prejudices toward same-sex couples or 
their families. Opening discussions about same-sex marriage 
and LGBTQ+ inclusion starts a dialogue that broadens the 
understanding of family. If this topic has not been discussed in 
classrooms yet, the Supreme Court ruling provides a reason to 
begin including it in our elementary curriculum. 

Conclusion 
As educators invested in LGBTQ+ teaching and justice, we 
recognize that talking with young students about marriage 
equality may be a challenging undertaking. We would be 
remiss not to acknowledge that teaching has always been and 
continues to be a political endeavor. The decisions we make 
to include and exclude content in our classroom impact our 
students’ understanding of themselves and society. However, 
just because a task may be difficult, teachers should not shy 
away from engaging students in such investigations. (Classroom 
and Background Resources, p. 31) For readers who are new to 
teaching about marriage equality, the following are a few ways 
to become familiar with the topic and prepare for this lesson: 
(1) read more about how other teachers and researchers have 
engaged with these topics and questions; (2) keep an open line 
of communication with parents at all times (some may even be 
interested in sharing their knowledge and experiences); and (3) 
address the questions of parents, colleagues, and administra-
tors up front. 

Throughout this article, we referred to the many ways 
LGBTQ+ histories, marriage equality, and the intersecting 
identities of people are being taught in states with diverse 
regions and political affiliations. Teachers who have been look-
ing for space and support to include LGBTQ+ identities and 
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discussions of marriage equality in their lessons may draw 
on  landmark Supreme Court decisions as a foundation for 
including diverse identities, experiences, and knowledge in 
their social studies curriculum.

Engaging students in dialogue about how Supreme Court 
decisions affect our communities and lives will help them 
understand the historical and social implications of marriage 
equality. In addition, these discussions are essential to assist-
ing students in understanding the world in which they live. 
Using trade books to engage elementary social studies stu-
dents in a dialogue about the impact of the Loving v. Virginia 
and Obergefell v. Hodges decisions is a powerful instructional 
activity to facilitate the development of students’ individual 
and community identities as well as calls to social action. 
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Track Your Thinking on 
Marriage Equality
Directions: Use this graphic organizer to track your thinking throughout the lesson. 

Loving v. Virginia
What sources have been helpful to you?
_________________________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________________________

What new information did you learn from the sources?
_________________________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________________________

What new questions do you have? 
_________________________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________________________

Obergefell v. Hodges
What sources have been helpful to you?
_________________________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________________________

What new information did you learn from the sources?
_________________________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________________________

What new questions do you have? 
_________________________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________________________
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