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Rural places have PRIDE: 
Increasing Rural Queer Visibility through YA Literature

When I was still in my rural English classroom, Facebook 

was the height of social media connectedness and many of my 

students wanted to be my friend. The rule was that I would 

accept their friend requests as they graduated. Many of them 

did – and still do. It’s been wonderful to see them grow and 

work toward achieving their dreams. I’ve also been overjoyed 

to see them coming out, marrying the loves of their lives, and 

living their lives unapologetically. On the flip-side of that joy is 

the sadness and disappointment that they felt they needed to 

wait that long to do so. 

I have always been an ally and remember having 

conversations, tough as they could be sometimes, with 

students who were already out about their experiences as 

queer in a rural community. I firmly believe that the stereotype 

of rural communities as a homophobic monolith are patently 

inaccurate. As Chimamanda Adichie says in her 2009 Ted 

Talk, stereotypes aren’t dangerous because they’re untrue but 

that they’re incomplete. While there is homophobia in rural 

communities, there’s homophobia everywhere, and the story 

that rural communities are unwelcoming of difference is at best 

incomplete. 

I wanted my queer students to feel safe in my classroom, with 

me, and to know that I loved who they were without condition. 

I hope they knew that (and still do) – whether they were out 

or not. However, upon reflection, I realize now that one way 

that I failed in this area was to include stories in my teaching 

that reflected and affirmed their identities and experiences. I 

included virtually no rural young adult literature let alone books 

that recognized and honored the identities and experiences 

of queer people in rural places. Though I did make space for 

choice reading where students could have chosen rural books 

with queer characters, it may not have felt like a possibility or 

permissible because those stories weren’t overtly affirmed by 

my instruction.

So, in honor of Pride season and my former students, I 

want to highlight rural YA literature that does just that. First, 

I’ll discuss in-depth one of the best books I’ve read this year 

– J.R. Jamison’s Hillbilly Queer – and then I’ll list several other 

possibilities for classroom teachers and book clubs alike. 

Hillbilly Queer is one that I desperately wish I would’ve had 

the opportunity to include in my classroom for a few reasons:

By Chea Parton
Founder, Literacy in Place Editor’s Note: Although formerly seen as a derogatory slur, 

in this article the term “queer” refers to any person who 

identifies as something other than exclusively heterosexual 

and/or cisgender. This term can include people who identify 

in some way as lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, intersex, 

asexual, or other part of the LGBTQIA+ spectrum.

Hillbilly Queer is Jamison’s memoir of reconciling his queerness 
with his upbringing in rural Missouri. 
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 1. So many of my queer students hid who 

they were until they graduated.

2. Jamison is from Indiana and through his story 

my Hoosier students could’ve seen how rural-ness 

and queer-ness can coexist in one person. And 

3. Because his reflections are as an adult, they 

would’ve been able to see how someone like them 

could weather some storms and love themselves. 

In this memoir, Jamison recounts his 2016 trip 

with his dad to rural Missouri to attend his dad’s 

55-year class reunion. At the height of Trump’s 

2016 run for president, Jamison and his dad 

feel connected but strangers because of their 

differing life experiences and political views. As 

the title suggests one is a hillbilly and the other 

is queer. Across their travels to and through the 

land of his dad’s raising, Jamison and his dad 

work to understand and build bridges across their 

differences.

Of the trip and his journey to understand his 

dad and accept himself as both hillbilly and queer, 

Jamison writes: “As we pulled onto the exit ramp 

and I-44 directed us back east, I thought about 

those stretches of road that carried me to my 

family’s past. They brought me there to explore 

Dad’s memory lane, but his past was - and is - my 

past, too. Those roads took me back to find things 

I had missed when I thought there was nothing left 

to explore between us. Those roads will always 

lead me home to the places time has forgotten. 

Memories grown over by political bullshit, 

smothering our similarities, but we pruned it all to 

bring our life back together again. I traveled those 

roads with Dad to rediscover not only the past but 

what will be our present and future” (p. 179).

Since the places featured in this text are rural, 

the explorations undertaken by Jamison and his 

dad work to reveal the complexity that exists in 

rural people - in their political and ideological 

beliefs. And that does a lot of work to combat 

the general inclination of the media to depict all 

rural people as backwoods, ignorant homophobes 

who have pledged undying allegiance to Donald 

Trump and everything he stands for. 

It’s an excellent book – one I would have 

included in my own curriculum had I had the 

chance. 

Other Suggested Titles
The Dead and the Dark by Courtney Gould

Logan’s dads are ghost hunters, so it makes 

sense that they would be scouting a haunted 

location where teens are going missing to film 

new episodes of their shows. But Snakebite, OR 

is different because it’s where her dads grew up. 

As Logan investigates alongside her new local 

“frenemy,” Ashley, things get even weirder – in 

the town and between the two of them. Using 

elements of speculative fiction, The Dead and the 

Dark explores the connections between people 

and places and how they influence one another in 

both positive and negative ways.

Where the Heart Is by Jo Knowles
This middle-grades book follows Rachel as she 

navigates being 13, working with farm animals, 

and trying to make sense of her relationship with 

Micah, her best friend who seems to want them 

to be more than that. Rachel doesn’t feel that way 

about Micah and isn’t sure she could ever feel that 

way about any boy. A perfect book for readers 

who enjoy stories of self-discovery and friendship.

Pumpkin by Julie Murphy
The third installment on Murphy’s Dumplin’ series, 

this novel takes place in Clover City, a small West 

Texas town, where Waylon, a fat openly gay boy, is 

jokingly nominated for homecoming queen. After 

the humiliation of being dumped and having his 

audition for his favorite drag show shared with the 

whole school, Waylon decides to give in and run 

for Queen to leave high school with a bang. But 

running isn’t as simple as he thinks. This book is 

perfect for fans of Dumplin’ and Puddin’ and is a 

wonderful finish to an excellent series.  

Dress Codes for Small Towns by Courtney Stevens
Billie is the tomboy daughter of a small-town 

preacher. As she navigates discovering her queer 

identity, she fears that she’ll have to leave the tiny 

town she loves to get away from all the prying 

eyes of her dad’s congregation and figure out/

be who she is. With her friends’ support, she 

works instead to make her town more welcoming 

of people like her – a perfect read for fans of 

heartfelt coming-of-age stories. 
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Reading Guide Questions for Book Clubs and Classrooms

• How do both where and who we’re from shape our 
identities? What does this look like for Jamison and his dad? 

• Disagreements over charged topics seem more present 
in our current cultural moment than in the past. Civil discourse 
around these subjects can also seem hard to come by. What 
can we learn from Jamison and his dad about how to have 
diffi cult conversations with one another, especially about 
things we disagree on?

• Throughout his memoir, Jamison works to understand 
how his hillbilly and queer identities coexist and coalesce into 
who he is. How does Jamison’s journey connect to your own 
life and experiences? Are there disparate parts of your identity 
that seem at odds with one another? How do you reconcile 
them?

• One major focus of Hillbilly Queer is building bridges 
across divisions that seem too wide to cross. What are you 
taking with you from this text? What do you feel you’ve learned 
from Jamison’s experiences?

• Jamison is from a rural place and still lives in a rural 
place. How does that rural place connect to and shape his 
queer identity? What do you think his experiences would have 
been like in your community?

Possible Activity for Classrooms

One of the most important things Jamison’s memoir 
does is showcase the struggle of having and making 
space for diffi cult conversations with our loved ones. 
Jamison talks about the diffi culty of knowing what to say 
when we want to say it. 

He describes it this way, “nothing seemed to fi nd its 
way to the tip of our tongues at the right time in the right 
way” (p. 12). It is easiest to talk about political issues 
within our echo chambers because we don’t really have to 
explain what we’re thinking. With family or other folks who 
don’t already think the same way we do, and it’s not as 
easy. The words we’re looking for are often not there and 
the ones we do fi nd can seem not quite good enough. 

So, it would be interesting to connect Hillbilly Queer 
to an argumentative writing unit with a creative writing 
twist:

• Ask students to think about diffi cult conversations 
they’ve tried to have or want to have with their families, 
but they’ve had trouble fi guring out what to say. 

• Depending on how comfortable students are, they 
could choose how serious these topics are – they could be 
anything from how much they dislike a family member’s 
signature dish at pitch-ins to their stances on polarizing 
political issues. 

• Then have them write a fi ctionalized short story, 
scene, or poem in which that conversation happens. 

• To be able to do this, they’ll have to think 
of both their arguments and their friends/family’s 
counterarguments and thoroughly consider and imagine 
how the discussion would go. They wouldn’t necessarily 
have to have the conversation in real life, but if they 
wanted to, they’d at least be more prepared to do so.

To learn more, visit literacyinplace.com

Resources for reading rural gems

Small Town Pride by Phil Stamper
Jake is his small school’s fi rst openly gay kid. 
When his parents fl y an over-sized pride fl ag in 
their front yard as a sign of love and support, 
the rest of the small town becomes concerned, 
complaining to the mayor. Jake doesn’t see 
any reason Barton Springs, Ohio couldn’t or 
shouldn’t have a Pride parade and works with 
his friends to get approval from the town council 
and mayor. This middle grades book is perfect 
for readers who enjoy realistic fi ction featuring 
young people working to better their world. 

Suggested Titles (cont.)

If you are interested in purchasing and reading 
these books, we recommend visiting your local 
independent bookseller or purchasing directly 
from the publisher’s website.

The Dead and the Dark: MacMillan Publishers
Where the Heart Is: Penguin Randomhouse
Pumpkin: HarperCollins
Dress Codes for Small Towns: Parnassus Books
Small Town Pride: HarperCollins


