WHERE WE STAND

J RANDI WEINGARTEN, AFT President

Given the outcome and aftermath of the
recent presidential election, you might
expect that to be the focus of this column.
I'will address the moment we are in, but
in an unconventional way, by starting
with why more than half of the articles in
this edition of American Educator
concern LGBTQ issues in schools. It’s not
uncommon for this journal to publish
multiple articles focused primarily on a
single theme, but why LGBTQ issues, and
why now? Because the countryis at an
inflection point. The last 10 years,
culminating with the marriage equality
decisions in the U.S. Supreme Court, have
seen a tidal wave of changes in public
opinion in this country, from vilifying to
affirming people who are gay, straight,
bisexual, transgender, queer, or
questioning.

These victories and protections for
LGBTQ people, including students,
tragically but perhaps predictably have
been met with a backlash, notably the
rash of so-called bathroom bills restrict-
ing the rights of transgender and
gender-nonconforming people. And we
stand at the outset of a new presidential
administration, about which many
supporters of LGBTQ rights have grave
concerns.

Our obligation as educators is to make
schools safe and welcoming places for
every member of the school community—
whether for LGBTQ students and staff,
immigrants and refugees, students with
special needs, or any other student who
for whatever reason feels vulnerable. I
feel that very personally. WhileI am a
lesbian who is openly gay and now leads
amajor labor union, the American
Federation of Teachers (and the United
Federation of Teachers before that), I was
quite closeted as a child and young adult.
We must build on the progress we have
made toward recognizing and protecting
the rights of all people, and that is even
more important given the results of the
presidential election.

As Michael Sadowski writes in this
issue, educators and policymakers must
do more than simply ensure that schools
are safe for LGBTQ students and staff. The
school environment should also be such
that everyone feels affirmed and
respected. The articles in the following
pages about Gay-Straight Alliances and
other forms of faculty and peer support

We Must Keep Widening the Circle of Inclusion

people, others in his administration have
expressed antigay views. Indiana Governor
and Vice President-elect Mike Pence last
year pushed through legislation that allows
businesses to refuse to serve gay customers
and enables corporations to deny insur-
ance coverage to LGBTQ people. Trump’s
choice to head the Education Department,
Betsy DeVos, and her family have given

Public schools often lead the way for the broader
society in modeling inclusiveness and pluralism.

show effective ways schools can promote
the social, emotional, physical, and
academic well-being of LGBTQ students.
Public schools often lead the way for the
broader society in modeling inclusive-
ness and pluralism.

We cannot mandate or legislate
tolerance and acceptance. But we can pass
laws and policies that prohibit discrimina-
tion, and, as history has shown, attitudes
will begin to shift. The Office for Civil
Rights in President Obama'’s Education
Department has urged schools to extend
antibullying policies to cover LGBTQ
students. The office cited Title IX, the
federal law that prohibits discrimination
based on gender, to protect the right of
transgender students to use the bathrooms
and locker rooms that correspond to the
gender they identify with. The Supreme
Court ruling that the Constitution guaran-
tees aright to same-sex marriage stated
that “No longer may this liberty be denied”
to gays and lesbians. But they are denied
other liberties, and comprehensive federal
nondiscrimination protections still must
be putin place.

Many people are worried that recent
progress could be reversed in Donald
Trump’s administration. While Trump is
not known for personal antipathy for gay

hundreds of thousands of dollars to groups
that push “conversion therapy” and other
antigay views. Alabama Senator Jeff
Sessions, whom Trump has selected to
serve as attorney general, the nation’s top
law enforcement official, has a record so
hostile to gay rights that the Human Rights
Campaign gave him a zero percent voting
record. And when Trump’s chief strategist,
Steve Bannon, headed up Breitbart News,
the website ran articles with headlines like
“Gay Rights Have Made Us Dumber, It’s
Time to Get Back in the Closet”

The recent presidential election
exposed troubling fault lines and
unleashed alarming demonstrations of
hatred and bigotry. But the story of
America, atits best, is one of an ever-
widening circle of inclusion, with each
generation showing a greater openness to
communities once excluded. Trump said
he will be president for all Americans,
millions of whom are LGBTQ and many
millions more of whom are people who
love and support them. Trump and his
administration must protect the rights of
all people—regardless of their race,
religion, sexual orientation, or gender
identity—and help everyone feel safe and
welcome as they go about their lives,
particularly in our public schools.
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ILLUSTRATIONS BY ANDRE DA LOBA

4ore Than a Safe Space

How Schpols Can Enable LGBTQ'Students to Thrive

By MICHAEL SADOWSKI

ew educators or philosophers of education would argue
that schools’ sole purpose is to keep children safe. Yet a
particular subset of students in the United States—lesbian,
gay, bisexual, transgender, queer, and questioning
(LGBTQ)* students—are often served by their schools as if their
mere safety were a sufficient objective in and of itself.! The purpose
of my book Safe Is Not Enough: Better Schools for LGBTQ Students,

Michael Sadowski teaches education at Bard College, is the director of
the Bard Early College-Hudson Initiative, and is the editor of the Youth
Development and Education Series for Harvard Education Press. A for-
mer high school teacher and Gay-Straight Alliance advisor, he has served
as vice chair of the Massachusetts Governor’s Commission on Gay and
Lesbian Youth, editor of the Harvard Education Letter, and a teacher
trainer in New York City’s public schools. This article is adapted with
permission from his book Safe Is Not Enough: Better Schools for LGBTQ
Students (Harvard Education Press, 2016), www.hepg.org/hep-home/
books/safe-is-not-enough.
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from which this article is drawn, is to challenge the all-too-prevalent
attitudes and practices that suggest “safe” schools are enough for
LGBTQ students, and to articulate what it might look like to take
public schools in the United States to the nextlevel in their service
to LGBTQ students and their treatment of LGBTQ issues.
Fortunately, this vision need not emerge out of some utopian
vision of the future. Today, right now, educators working in dif-
ferent parts of the country and in various capacities—as teachers,
administrators, librarians, and counselors—realize aspects of this
vision every day with their students. Their efforts illustrate not

*In discussions of the issues that affect LGBTQ students, language can be problematic.
Before the 1990s, most studies about LGBTQ people referred only to lesbian (L) and
gay (G) individuals, but researchers have become increasingly aware that bisexual (B)
people are a distinct group with specific concerns. More recent research also has
recognized the special issues that affect transgender (T) individuals, who do not
conform to traditional man/woman or boy/girl gender norms in a variety of ways. In
addition, some individuals identify as queer (Q), a designation that implies a rejection
of societal norms and/or labels associated with sexuality and gender. The Q in LGBTQ
is also used to designate “questioning” here, referring to students who are unsure of
their sexual orientation or gender identity.
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only that schools should be more than safe for LGBTQ students
but that they already arein many respects, in a wide range of com-
munities and contexts around the country, and that they therefore
can be in many others.

A History of “Safe” Schools

Safety is, of course, a basic prerequisite for schooling—children and
adolescents need to feel and be safe at school in order to learn. The
language of safety has therefore been central to programming in
support of LGBTQ students throughout its often-contentious his-
tory over the last three decades.

The universal beliefin the need for students to be safe at school
was key to the arguments educators and activists made in the
1980s and early 1990s, when efforts to improve schools for LGBTQ
(or, as was the focus at the time, gay and lesbian) youth were in
their early stages. As these education advocates urgently and
accurately pointed out, gay and lesbian students were being ver-
bally and physically harassed on a daily basis at school, did not
feel safe, and were suffering a host of academic, health, and men-
tal health consequences because of it—conditions that persist in
many school environments to this day.

In 1989, Massachusetts was the first state to tackle the issues
affecting LGBTQ youth in schools and communities by establish-
ing what was then called the Governor’s Commission on Gay and
Lesbian Youth.? Although it was a tough sell in that era, even in
relatively progressive Massachusetts, advocates succeeded at get-
ting Republican Governor William Weld to issue an executive
order starting the commission, primarily by highlighting the
public health epidemic of gay and lesbian youth suicide. National
statistics at the time showed that about a third of adolescent sui-
cides were by gay and lesbian young people, a crisis advocates
argued could be addressed through community- and school-
based programs that made these environments safer for gay and
lesbian students.?

Eventually, the commission’s work led to the nation’s first
state-funded programs to benefit gay and lesbian youth, and
policymakers made the language of safety prominent in these
initial efforts. Massachusetts’s school-based program, first
founded in 1993, was and continues to be called the Safe Schools
Program. (It began as the Safe Schools Program for Gay and
Lesbian Students, and the name was changed to the Safe Schools
Program for LGBTQ Students in recent years.)

Outside Massachusetts, other educators and activists used simi-
lar language in establishing some of the earliest programs focused
on the needs of LGBTQ youth. Washington state’s Safe Schools
Coalition expanded from a Seattle-based group to a state-level
program in 1993 to serve as a resource to educators who wanted to
improve school environments for LGBTQ students. The Washing-
ton coalition also provided (and continues to make available)
research reports and other publications highlighting the issues
affecting LGBTQ youth, which are used by educators, researchers,
and advocates around the state and elsewhere.*

In another example in which advocates have expressed the
needs of LGBTQ students in terms of safety, in 2003 the New York
City Department of Education, in cooperation with the Hetrick-
Martin Institute (HMI), a social service agency dedicated to the
needs of LGBTQ youth, expanded HMI's Harvey Milk High School
(HMHS) into the first four-year school in the United States intended

exclusively to serve LGBTQ students. Advocates for the school
argued it would serve as a safe haven for young people who might
notbe or feel safe in other city schools. Although the school has had
its detractors on both ends of the political spectrum—conservatives
who disagree with the notion of public money used to fund a school
exclusively for LGBTQ students, and progressives who believe such
a school sanctions segregation—its supporters have prevailed
largely on the grounds that LGBTQ students need a “safe space” in
which to learn.

As adescription of the school on the Hetrick-Martin website still
points out, it remains a necessary remedy to a less-than-ideal situ-

The “safe” paradigm has primarily
centered on antibullying programs,
LGBTQ “safe zones,” and Gay-
Straight Alliances.

ation for LGBTQ students around the city: “In an ideal world, all
students who are considered at risk would be safely integrated into
allNYC public schools. But in the real world, at-risk students need
aplace like the Harvey Milk High School. HMHS is one of the many
NYC small schools that provide safety, community, and high
achievement for students not able to benefit from more traditional
school environments.”®

What Does “Safe” Mean?

Although the efforts of educators and advocates to make schools
safer for LGBTQ students have taken many forms in different
kinds of communities, nationally the “safe” paradigm has primar-
ily centered on three components: antibullying programs, LGBTQ
“safe zones,” and Gay-Straight Alliances. Some schools have one
or two of these components in place, and many have all three. But
even schools with the full triad may be operating under a tacit
agreement that “safe” is an acceptable standard for meeting the

Safe Is Not E h: Better Schools f SAFF"S
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needs of their LGBTQ populations, when they can and should be
doing much more.

Antibullying Programs

Largely in response to several high-profile cases of peer-to-peer
harassment publicized in the national media, some of which were
associated with the suicides of students who were victimized, new
or expanded antibullying policies have been implemented at all
levels of government in the last several years. Some of these cases
have involved LGBTQ-based harassment, including that of a high
school freshman from a suburb of Buffalo, New York, who according

Despite progress, unwelcoming

school climates continue to take a toll

on the well-being of LGBTQ students.

to news reports was relentlessly harassed with antigay epithets and
committed suicide in September 2011. Before taking his own life, he
posted on the blog website Tumblr, “I always say how bullied I am,
but no one listens. What do I have to do so people will listen?”? (For
more on bullying of LGBTQ students, see the article on page 24.)

From 2008 to 2012, 49 of the 50 states either introduced or
expanded antibullying legislation, and although most of these poli-
cies do not address the bullying of LGBTQ students specifically,
they are often cited as evidence that schools and government
are taking the needs of LGBTQ students seriously. Many of these
bills use the language of safety in their names, such as Iowa’s anti-
bullying and antiharassment law, also known as the Iowa Safe
Schools Law, which protects students from bullying and harass-
ment based on “any of the following traits or characteristics: age,
coloy, creed, national origin, race, religion, marital status, sex, sexual
orientation, gender identity, physical attributes, physical or mental
ability or disability, ancestry, political party preference, political
belief, socioeconomic status, and familial status.”® The United States
Congress is currently considering the Safe Schools Improvement
Act, a piece of antibullying legislation that would include specific
protections for LGBTQ students.

GLSEN (the Gay, Lesbian & Straight Education Network), a
national education and advocacy group that promotes improved
school environments for LGBTQ students, strongly advocates such
“enumeration” —the explicit listing of factors for which students
might be subject to harassment or assault—for all antibullying poli-
cies. As a GLSEN policy statement explains, enumeration strength-
ens a school’s capacity to protect not only LGBTQ students but any
others who might be targeted:

Enumeration is essential to protecting as many students as
possible from bullying and harassment. The strength of an
enumerated law or policy is that it underscores those students
who research shows are most likely to be bullied and harassed
and least likely to be protected under non-enumerated anti-
bullying laws and policies. While enumerated policies specifi-
cally highlight the most vulnerable students, they do not limit
the policy only to those students. All students are protected,
even if they do not fall into one of the enumerated categories.
Enumeration that includes sexual orientation and gender
identity removes any doubt that LGBT youth are protected
from bullying and harassment.’

With enumeration, as GLSEN suggests, there is no ambiguity
about the fact that anti-LGBTQ harassment and bullying are unac-
ceptable—regardless of any religious or political beliefs that a stu-
dent, teacher, administrator, parent, or community member might
hold—and that educators have a nonnegotiable responsibility to
address itifit occurs. GLSEN’s research has found that enumeration
is associated with lower rates of victimization of LGBTQ students
and a much higher incidence of teachers intervening when these
students are targeted by their peers:

Enumeration provides teachers and school personnel with
the tools they need to implement anti-bullying and harass-
ment policies, making it easier for them to prevent bullying
and intervene when incidents occur. Evidence shows that
educators often do not recognize anti-LGBT bullying and
harassment as unacceptable behavior. Sometimes they fail
to respond to the problem due to prejudice or community
pressure. When they can point to enumerated language that
provides clear protection for LGBT students, they feel more
comfortable enforcing the policy. Students in schools with
enumerated policies reported that teachers intervene more
than twice as often compared to students in schools with
generic anti-bullying policies, and more than three times as
often compared to students in schools with no policy at all.*

To the extent that antibullying programs and laws protect
LGBTQ and other students from being taunted by their peers in
school, online, or elsewhere, they clearly have contributed to
important positive change. But some experts on gender- and
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sexuality-based harassment in schools have questioned whether
the focus on bullying prevention has overgeneralized the various
kinds of bias, discrimination, and harassment that specific sub-
groups of students, such as LGBTQ youth, experience. As Nan Stein,
senior research scientist at the Wellesley Centers for Women, has
noted, “When schools put these new anti-bullying laws and policies
into practice, the policies are often overly broad and arbitrary, ...
[and] sometimes egregious behaviors are framed by school person-
nel as bullying, when in fact they may constitute illegal sexual or
gender harassment or even criminal hazing or assault.”!! Moreover,
antibullying policies, if they represent the only action school
administrators take to support LGBTQ students, can create a false
impression that the full range of these students’ needs is being met.

LGBTQ “Safe Zones”

Another way in which “safe” language is central to schools’ efforts
to improve climates for LGBTQ students is the designation within
many school buildings of “safe zones,” often indicated by stickers
on the classroom or office doors of individual teachers, counsel-
ors, administrators, or staff members who choose to use them.
These “safe zone” or “safe space” stickers, which first started
appearing in the 1990s and of which there are many versions,
serve an important symbolic function in that they announce to
students without the need for any discussion that these educators
are, in one way or another, LGBTQ-friendly. A safe zone sticker on
an educator’s door can imply any number of things: that they will
challenge anti-LGBTQ language and harassment when it occurs;
that they are open to the discussion of LGBTQ issues in the context
of classwork or just in conversation; that they might be a safe
person to whom an LGBTQ student could “come out”; and, in
some cases, that the educator is lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgen-
der, queer, or questioning.

From 2010 to 2013, GLSEN took the idea of safe zone stickers to
the next level by sending a “safe space kit” to every public middle
and high school in the United States. In addition to 10 safe zone
stickers, the kit included safe space posters and GLSEN’s “Guide to
Being an Ally to LGBT Students,” which offered strategies for sup-
porting LGBTQ students and teaching about anti-LGBTQ harass-
ment and violence."

Several research studies, including GLSEN’s biennial National
School Climate Survey, which draws on the responses of roughly
7,900 students nationwide, have demonstrated that the safe space
campaign, like enumerated antibullying policies, makes a tremen-
dous difference in LGBTQ students’ perceptions that their schools
are safe and that their teachers are adults they can trust. Unfortu-
nately, only about one-fourth (26 percent) of the students partici-
pating in the latest GLSEN survey said they had seen any safe zone
stickers in their schools, but those who had reported significantly
more positive attitudes toward their teachers and other school staff
than their peers who had not. Whereas about half of GLSEN’s sur-
vey participants who had not seen a safe zone sticker or poster had
an adult at school with whom they felt comfortable talking about
LGBTQ issues, nearly three-quarters of students who had seen the
stickers had such an adultin their school.

Gay-Straight Alliances

Finally, the notion of safe space has also been central to the emer-
gence of Gay-Straight Alliances (GSAs), extracurricular organiza-

tions in which LGBTQ young people and their allies support one
another, plan educational programming for the school community
about LGBTQ issues, and sometimes just “hang out” in an atmo-
sphere where it is OK to be gay, lesbian, bisexual, transgender,
queer, questioning, or even straight. (For more on GSAs, see the
article on page 10.)

Widely considered the precursor to the GSA movement in the
United States, Project 10 in the Los Angeles Unified School District
began in 1984 and continues today. Project 10 is a broad-based
program thatincludes many components associated with the psy-
chological and academic well-being of LGBTQ students, but one
of its primary missions has always been to ensure “on-campus
groups that are safe zones for LGBT students” in Los Angeles
schools.”

GSAs proliferated around Massachusetts starting in the 1990s
when the groundbreaking Safe Schools Program began providing
seed money and educational and technical support to students and
educators who wanted to start them. From the start, GSAs have
been controversial in many of the communities in which they have
been introduced, where conservative critics have argued that they
raise issues pertaining to sexuality that are better left to families and
religious communities. The teachers, administrators, and students
who have started GSAs have often countered such criticism with
the argument that their primary purpose is to provide much-
needed “safe space” for LGBTQ students who might not otherwise
feel safe in their schools.

Although far too many schools still do not have Gay-Straight
Alliances, these groups have grown exponentially over the last
decade. The latest National School Climate Survey, conducted by
GLSEN in 2013, found that about half of students surveyed indi-
cated there were GSAs in their schools, although another, more
recent survey by GLSEN suggests a lower percentage, approxi-
mately one-third." Many GSAs also register with GLSEN, and atlast
count the national organization had well over 4,000 such groups on
its national roster. Whereas at one time GSAs were geographically
concentrated in traditionally liberal bastions such as California,
New York City, and the Boston area, now they can be found in
schools in all 50 states. In many places, GSAs do in fact serve a cru-
cial function as safe havens, offering to LGBTQ young people the
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only place in their schools where they feel comfortable enough to
talk openly and be themselves.

There is overwhelming evidence that Gay-Straight Alliances
make a tremendous difference in the school lives of LGBTQ stu-
dents. GLSEN’s 2013 survey found that students who attend schools
with GSAs are less likely to feel unsafe for reasons associated with
their sexual orientation, are less likely to hear homophobic language
regularly at school, report considerably higher levels of peer accep-
tance, and generally feel more connected to their school communi-
ties.”® Another study associated GSAs with feelings of both personal
and institutional “empowerment” for LGBTQ students—for exam-
ple, feeling comfortable holding a same-sex girlfriend’s or boy-
friend’s hand in the hallway or having the confidence to work toward
change in school and government policies.®

It is an opportune time to create
schools that affirm LGBTQ students
and integrate respect for LGBTQ

identities.

Like an antibullying program, however, the presence of a GSA,
while essential, can also allow school officials who feel the pres-
sures of competing priorities (such as raising test scores), or who
fear controversy around LGBTQ-themed programming, to claim
that the issue has been “covered” and therefore no further action is
required. As long as LGBTQ students and their allies have a place
to go once a week and a faculty advisor to talk to, school decision-
makers may not see the need for these young people to be sup-
ported all day, every day, at school. They can fail to examine
curriculum, athletics, extracurricular clubs, or other aspects of
school life from which students may still feel excluded.

The Need for Safety First

Let me be very clear: “safe schools” policies and programs, enumer-
ated antibullying initiatives, LGBTQ safe zone stickers and posters,
and Gay-Straight Alliances all make a critical, lifesaving difference
in the school experiences of LGBTQ students. Given LGBTQ youths’
persistently disproportionate risk for harassment, feeling unsafe at
school, substance abuse, and suicide, safety is a critical baseline
from which all subsequent work must follow.!” The educators and
advocates who built the early successes of the LGBTQ student rights
movement understood this. As a result, many schools are much,
much safer places for LGBTQ students than they were 30, 20, even
10years ago. And ithas become clear to more and more people that
those schools that still offer no basic protections or safe space to
LGBTQ students need to change immediately.

Yet the notion of GSAs as a “safe space,” or certain teachers’
rooms as “safe zones,” as well as the framing of initiatives to ben-
efit LGBTQ students as “safe schools” programming, raises a
number of crucial questions as educators and advocates look
toward what must happen next to build on these successes. If a
certain place in the school is designated as a safe space, what does
that say about the rest of the building? If certain educators are
seen as “safe” for students to talk to about issues that are central
to their lives, what about the others? Does a school administration
have a responsibility to ensure that LGBTQ students feel sup-
ported by all their teachers in everylearning space in the building,
not just treated with mere “tolerance” by the majority? Is safety
the only thing to which LGBTQ students are entitled at school?
What about the skills and knowledge they need to be effective,
engaged members of their society as LGBTQ youth? Finally, are
LGBTQ students a monolithic group with one basic common
need: safety? What differences exist among various subgroups
within the LGBTQ student population—boys and girls, trans-
gender students, LGBTQ students of color—and the way they
experience the school climate and programs? What would an
optimal education for all these young people look like?

A Watershed Moment

While much remains to be done, our country is arguably at a water-
shed momentwith regard to both LGBTQ rights and shifting public
attitudes about LGBTQ issues. The right to marry for all couples,
regardless of their sex, is now the law of the land in all 50 states.
Perhaps even more significantly, the recent changes in marriage
law have occurred with far less public outcry than would have been
imaginable even 10 years ago. Although there are still conservative
activists around the country working to overturn the Supreme
Court’s decision legalizing same-sex marriage and to challenge
other LGBTQ rights—and these are more prevalent in some geo-
graphical areas than others—the chances that such challenges will
ultimately succeed seem to be growing increasingly slim.

One of the reasons for this wave of policy change may be the
dramatic shift in public attitudes about homosexuality and LGBTQ
rights that has occurred in recent years. Whereas through the late
1980s only about a third of participants in Gallup’s annual polls said
they believed gay or lesbian relations between consenting adults

8 AMERICAN EDUCATOR | WINTER 2016-2017



should be legal, that number rose to two-thirds by 2014. On the
issue of same-sex marriage, the changes have been even more
dramatic: as recently as 1996, only 27 percent of Americans said
they believed marriages between same-sex couples should be
recognized by law as valid, but 55 percent approved of their legal
recognition by 2014 (and a 2015 CBS News poll prior to the Supreme
Court’s ruling found this number to be as high as 60 percent).!®

Although popular media still depict heterosexuality and tradi-
tional expressions of gender as the norm, images of same-sex
relationships and LGBTQ identities are now more common in
mainstream popular culture than ever before. And while LGBTQ
people of color and transgender people are still sparsely repre-
sented in the media, they are certainly more visible than they were
a decade or two ago (the celebrity of openly gay black NFL player
Michael Sam and the Amazon web series Transparent being two
such examples). Moreover, the wide availability of information and
resources about LGBTQ issues and identities online has contrib-
uted further to the emergence of anew age that might have seemed
unimaginable even 20 years ago.

Within this larger cultural context in which attitudes about
LGBTQ people and identities have shifted so favorably and so
quickly, progress has also been made on the school front, but much
more slowly and inconsistently. GLSEN’s latest National School
Climate Survey showed that significantly fewer students hear
homophobic remarks “frequently” or “often” in their schools than
students did at the beginning of the century, but this was still a
problem for about two-thirds of the students polled. The percentage
of students reporting representation of LGBTQ people and issues
in their school curricula also was higher than ever in the latest sur-
vey; nevertheless, four out of five students still said there was no
positive representation of LGBTQ people or issues in any of their
classes, and less than half (44 percent) said they had access to
LGBTQ-related information in their school library.*

Despite the progress that’s been made, unwelcoming school
climates continue to take a toll on the physical, emotional, and
academic well-being of LGBTQ students. Nearly one-third of the
students in the 2013 GLSEN survey said they had missed at least
one entire day of school in the past month because they felt
unsafe or uncomfortable, and one in 10 missed four or more
days. LGBTQ students who had experienced high levels of vic-
timization were significantly more likely than other LGBTQ
youth to miss school because of feeling unsafe, have lower grade
point averages, plan not to go to college, and suffer from depres-
sion and low self-esteem.*

Finally, progress on LGBTQ issues seems to have come further
for some students than others, depending on geography and on
their specific identities under the LGBTQ umbrella. Students in
the South and Midwest regions of the United States reported the
highest levels of harassment, perceived lack of safety, and anti-
LGBTQ language in their schools on the 2013 survey, and they
were the least likely to report access to GSAs, LGBTQ-inclusive
curricula, and teachers they felt they could talk to about LGBTQ
issues.?! (In 2015, 57 percent of students from the Northeast
responding to a GLSEN survey said their schools had GSAs,
whereas only 37 percent of students in the South said so.)** More-
over, transgender students in the 2013 survey reported the highest
levels of harassment and the lowest levels of perceived safety
among all participating students, and transgender identities tend

to be the least represented in curricula, library resources, and
other school materials and programs.?

This larger context of progress in some, but not all, aspects of
society and of schooling has led me to the following conclusions:
(1) Safety is an essential baseline for schools’ ability to meet the
needs of LGBTQ students effectively and has served as a critical
foundation for efforts to introduce policies and programs at all
levels of government to benefit LGBTQ students, but it is not a suf-
ficient goal in itself. (2) Considerable progress has been made in
recent decades on LGBTQ issues in schools, but inconsistencies
with regard to geographical location, identity categories within the
LGBTQ spectrum, and other factors have created inequities that are
unacceptable. (3) Recent political progress and shifts in public
attitudes about LGBTQ issues suggest it is an opportune time for
educators and policymakers to move beyond “safe” and create
schools that affirm LGBTQ students and integrate respect for LGBTQ
identities through multiple aspects of school life.

espite all the gains of the safe schools movement and

the tremendous difference this work has made, about

one in four LGBTQ youth still attempts suicide at some

point during adolescence.?* Only one in five has the
opportunity to study LGBTQ issues at school, and more than half
experience harassment based on their gender identity or sexual
orientation.” These statistics were even worse 20 years ago, but
even if conditions have improved, clearly they haven’t improved
enough. And, on some fronts and in some schools, they seem hardly
to have improved at all.

Arguing for all students to be safe at school was the right strategy
in the political climate of the late 20th century, when LGBTQ indi-
viduals—both in law and in public opinion—were viewed as less
worthy of rights than their straight counterparts. Although we may
still be a long way from full LGBTQ inclusion in American society,
there are hopeful signs that the current generation of LGBTQ youth
can grow up in a different world, where instead of being silenced
they will have many opportunities to be leaders.

We can hear such a future in the words of the openly LGBTQ
students at Brooklyn’s Academy for Young Writers, who are inspir-
ing younger students to join GSAs and be proud of their identities.

(Continued on page 42)
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ILLUSTRATIONS BY PAUL GARLAND

Gay-Straight Alliances

By V. PAUL POTEAT

any students participate in a wide range of school-
or community-based extracurricular programs.
Although there is strong evidence such programs
promote healthy development (e.g., 4-H, Big Broth-
ers Big Sisters, Boys and Girls Club),! programs that specifically
serve sexual and gender minority students (e.g., lesbian, gay,
bisexual, transgender, or queer/questioning [LGBTQ] students),
and that address pressing issues affecting these students, have
received far less attention than other programs. Yet LGBTQ stu-
dents face enduring concerns at school.> Because of the potential
for school-based extracurricular groups to shape school climate,

V. Paul Poteat is an associate professor in the department of counseling,
developmental, and educational psychology at Boston College. He has
written widely on the topics of homophobic and bias-based bullying, men-
tal health and resilience of LGBTQ youth, peer group social networks, and
homophobic attitudes and behaviors.
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address inequality, and affect student performance,® there have
been calls to identify programs and settings that may reduce dis-
crimination against LGBTQ students, promote their well-being,
and foster safe and affirming school environments.

Gay-Straight Alliances (GSAs) show promise for accomplish-
ing these goals. GSAs are school-based extracurricular groups
that provide a setting for LGBTQ students and their peer allies
to receive support, socialize with one another, learn about
LGBTQ issues, and advocate for equity and justice in schools.*
As aresult, GSAs aim not only to support theirimmediate mem-
bers but also to improve the experiences of students within the
whole school.®

As GSAs become increasingly present in middle and high
schools across the United States,® it is important to understand
how they can be most effective. This article begins with an over-
view of GSAs and how they operate. Next, it reviews findings that
show GSAs are tied to positive student outcomes, highlights some
of the ways GSAs promote well-being, and offers suggestions for
how they can benefit youth from many different backgrounds. It



then describes the roles and experiences of GSA advisors, as well
as how they can support GSA members. The article concludes by
noting how GSAs can partner with other school-based efforts to
promote the well-being of LGBTQ students and contribute to bet-
ter social and academic experiences for all students.

The Purpose of GSAs

GSAs and similar predecessor groups originated as extensions
of out-of-school settings for LGBTQ youth beginning in the
1990s.” This expansion was based on the recognition that LGBTQ
students needed explicitly safe and supportive settings in their
schools. Generally, they were started and led by school counsel-
ors or teachers and operated largely as groups in which LGBTQ
students could receive social and emotional support.

Since that time, the aims and functions of GSAs have expanded
and evolved to meet a growing range of student needs and inter-
ests. Now many of these alliances are typically youth-led, while
adult advisors serve in a supportive role. Also, their efforts aim to
benefit not only immediate members but also the larger school
community.

Providing support for LGBTQ students continues to be one of
GSAs' core functions. (To learn how a GSA supports students in
one San Francisco high school, see pages 15 and 20.) This function
remains crucial for several reasons: (a) much of the discrimina-
tion that LGBTQ youth experience occurs within schools,® (b)
GSAs may be one of the few school settings that explicitly support
LGBTQ students, and (c) students may have limited access to
LGBTQ-affirming settings outside of school, especially in com-
munities where such settings do not exist at all.

As with many extracurricular programs, GSAs enable stu-
dents to socialize and make new friends. They may also provide
students with LGBTQ-specific resources, such as referring them
to supportive community agencies or hosting workshops on
mental health and self-care.

Many GSAs now integrate advocacy efforts into their activities
as well. These efforts seek to improve both the experiences of
students who are not GSA members and the climate of the whole
school. For example, GSAs may plan awareness-raising cam-
paigns to draw attention to and counteract ongoing discrimina-
tion (e.g., Day of Silence or ThinkB4YouSpeak). Or they may
focus on promoting inclusive school policies (e.g., specific anti-
bullying policies that protect students on the basis of sexual
orientation and gender identity or expression, using gender-
neutral graduation gowns, or adopting LGBTQ-inclusive cur-
ricula and library materials).

Youth program models and positive youth development
models inform the various aims and functions of GSAs. These
models highlight several qualities that are essential for programs
to be effective:

 Providing a safe and structured environment for members,

e Providing opportunities to foster peer connection among
members,

e Building upon individuals’ strengths to promote self-
confidence,

« Empowering members by offering opportunities to take on
leadership roles, and

¢ Providing adult support and role modeling.'

GSAs embody these qualities in many of their functions—for
example, providing a supportive setting for members and, for
those that use the student-led and advisor-supported approach,
allowing students to take on more leadership roles and greater
ownership of their GSA.

As part of the continuing evolution of GSAs, some have begun
to rebrand themselves as Gender-Sexuality Alliances to better
convey their inclusive aspiration. More broadly, in recognition
of the many intersecting sociocultural identities of students (e.g.,
LGBTQ students of color), more GSAs have tried to recognize
how forms of oppression are interconnected. In doing so, they
have worked to build coalitions with other groups to address
multiple systems of oppression (e.g., racial, gender, or economic

GSAs are school-based gre
for LGBTQ students and t
peer allies to receive supp
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inequality)." Overall, in the past several decades of their exis-
tence, GSAs have evolved in order to respond to changes in the
broader sociopolitical climate and in school policies and student
populations, and to address emerging concerns that LGBTQ
students face in their schools.

How GSAs Support Better Student Health
and Educational Experiences

Students in schools with GSAs reportlower mental and physical
health concerns, greater overall well-being, less drug use, less
truancy, and greater perceived school safety than students in
schools without GSAs.'* These findings now have been docu-
mented across a range of studies at local and national levels.
Other studies have recorded feedback from GSA members who
attribute instances of personal growth and empowerment, as
well as a range of other positive experiences, to their GSA
involvement.'?

Notably, some research suggests that GSAs may also benefit
those students who are not members. In one study, for example,
members and nonmembers in schools with GSAs reported simi-
lar feelings of safety and levels of truancy, and both fared better
than students in schools without GSAs." Such findings may
speak to the advocacy efforts of GSAs to improve the experiences
of all students in their schools. Collectively, the findings from
these studies underscore the importance of GSAs in schools and
show that their presence is tied to a range of factors thatindicate
better health and school-related experiences for all students.
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What Makes GSAs Effective?

GSAs share a common mission, but they are not standardized
programs. The members of each GSA largely determine its focus
and how it will be run. For instance, GSAs vary in their emphasis
on support and/or advocacy, the degree of structure to their
meetings, and their leadership styles.'* By examining how GSAs
differ along these and other dimensions, we can identify what
practices and procedures might be most effective in promoting
students’ well-being.

Research shows that students in GSAs that offer more support
and engage in more advocacy report feeling greater self-esteem,
an ability to accomplish goals, and an improved sense of pur-
pose, agency, and empowerment.'® As such, it appears that both
of these core GSA functions may be integral to how GSAs pro-
mote well-being among their members. Still, GSAs might want
to consider not only the amount of support or advocacy they
offer but also the sequence in which they offer them. Support
and socializing opportunities may need to precede advocacy
efforts, and then eventually both functions can happen simul-
taneously. For instance, socializing within the GSA may help
build bonds among members, which ultimately will enable them
to engage in larger advocacy efforts.

Open climates, in which students voice differing views respect-
fully and have a say in what is done in the group, have been exam-
ined extensively in the traditional classroom setting and are
associated with a range of desired outcomes, such as greater civic
engagement and social competence.'” This type of climate is also
important within GSAs: those with more open climates have more
actively engaged members than those with less open climates.'®
It could be valuable for GSA members to discuss periodically how
they perceive their group’s climate and to identify ways to cultivate
and maintain respectful dialogue and interaction.

In addition to the immediate GSA climate, the broader school
climate may enhance or impede the GSA’s ability to promote well-
being among members. Although, on average, students in schools
with GSAs report safer school climates than students in schools
without GSAs," some GSAs still face varying degrees of hostility
from teachers and administrators.?® Indeed, school systems
sometimes attempt to prohibit the formation of GSAs.?! Some
politically and religiously conservative schools have tried to ban
GSAs, using abstinence-only policies to justify their actions, or
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have required parental notification of students’ membership in
GSAs, largely to discourage students from joining.?> GSA mem-
bers in less supportive schools reportlower levels of well-being
than GSA members in more supportive schools.? Thus, we can-
not expect GSAs to be the sole source of support or means to
improve students’ experiences in school. Rather, GSAs should
be a part of broader efforts to ensure the visibility, protection,
respect, and success of LGBTQ students.

Youth program models underscore how organizational struc-
tures are key to ensuring that GSAs are effective.* Of note, some
students have expressed aversion to joining their school’s GSA
due toits perceived disorganization.? Research that has examined
organizational structure within GSAs has found that organized
GSAs (a) demonstrate agenda setting, (b) have a designated per-
son who facilitates meetings, and (c) continually address issues
by conducting check-ins at the beginning of meetings and follow-
ing up on discussions from prior meetings.*

Findings show that more structure is associated with greater
member engagement to a point, after which greater structure
relates to less engagement. Because GSAs attempt to provide a
range of simultaneous services to members, some degree of struc-
ture may be necessary to coordinate these services and ensure
their consistency and quality. The amount of structure, however,
may need to vary so that it is neither too rigid to prevent unantici-
pated issues from being addressed nor inadequate for a necessary
level of cohesion. As a result, adult advisors and youth leaders
may want to check with members about how they perceive the
structure within their GSA to find the right balance.

Research finds that structure can enhance the benefits of GSAs.
Specifically, the connection between receiving support and feel-
ing a greater sense of agency is even stronger for students who are
members of GSAs with adequate structure.?” Having a sufficient
amount of structure may ensure that students with pressing con-
cerns can be heard, given sufficient time to receive support, and
given greater continuity of care. This same enhancing effect has
been found for advocacy: engaging in more of it has an even stron-
ger connection to a greater sense of agency among students in
GSAs with adequate structure. Advocacy efforts in GSAs often
require coordination among many students and can take multiple
meetings to plan. Sufficient structure may ensure the sustainabil-
ity of members’ efforts. It seems, then, that organizational struc-
ture might magnify the extent to which certain GSA functions (e.g.,
support or advocacy) promote members’ well-being.

Finally, leadership roles vary across GSAs.*® In some, several
students serve as elected officers (e.g., a GSA president or trea-
surer); in others, leadership responsibilities are distributed
across members according to specific tasks throughout the year.
Also, different kinds of leadership exist within GSAs, such as
organizational leadership (e.g., taking the lead on planning an
event) and relational leadership (e.g., being the first to give emo-
tional support to another member). We need to give greater
attention to leadership styles in GSAs because an important part
of youth programs is placing youth in leadership roles.?

Do GSAs Benefit Some Students
More Than Others?

GSAs face a formidable challenge: how to flexibly meet a range
of needs and interests of students from diverse backgrounds



to promote their well-being. Although the focus of GSAs cen-
ters on sexual orientation and gender identity, members also
come with experiences shaped by their other sociocultural
identities (e.g., their ethnicity, race, religion, or social class).
In addition, members differ from one another in why they join
and how they participate. Unfortunately, because most studies
have treated GSA members as a homogenous group, limited
attention has been paid to the variability of students’ experi-
ences in GSAs or to whether GSAs benefit some students more
than others.

Although scholars have called for greater attention to the expe-
riences of youth of color within youth programs,* there is a dearth
of research to indicate whether GSAs equally benefit students of
color—of any gender identity or sexual orientation—and white
students. Of the research that has been conducted, one study
found that students of color perceived less support from their GSA
than white students.* GSAs must respond to the needs, strengths,
and experiences of all students, including their members who are
students of color. Doing so can help ensure that a GSA is inclusive,
welcoming, and working toward the aspirational goal of address-
ing multiple systems of oppression.

While GSAs provide a range of opportunities for student
members (i.e., supporting their peers, socializing with them,
taking advantage of educational resources, and engaging in
advocacy opportunities), members vary in their reasons for join-
ing. Many members join to receive support (a core function of
GSAs), while others join for more specific goals or out of self-
interest (e.g., to place their membership on college applica-
tions). Given the many issues that GSAs seek to address within
alimited amount of time—often a 30-minute to one-hour meet-
ing per week—they may strain to adequately meet the needs of
all students.

Some members may benefit more from their GSA involve-
ment than others, depending on how well their own needs or
interests align with what their GSA happens to offer. For exam-
ple, students who joined because they wanted emotional sup-
port may benefit less from their involvement than members who
joined for advocacy reasons, if their GSA emphasizes advocacy.
This dynamic speaks to the importance of person-environment
fit; a match of individual needs with environmental provisions
produces better outcomes.** As such, GSAs should conduct
periodic needs assessments among members in order to identify
the range of needs or interests represented within the group, and
to determine the optimal amount of time or resources to devote
to meeting them.

As for the demographics of GSA members, heterosexual stu-
dents are a sizable constituency within many GSAs. Indeed, the
membership of heterosexual allies within GSAs is one of their
unique features. Often, heterosexual students join GSAs to learn
more about LGBTQ issues, advocate for human rights, socialize
with peers who are already GSA members, and support LGBTQ
individuals.*

Beyond their initial motivations for joining, several factors
characterize heterosexual members who stay engaged in their
GSA. For instance, heterosexual members who report having
more positive feelings after attending their first several GSA
meetings report greater ongoing active engagement in their GSA
than others.*® When they experience a welcoming reception

during these first meetings, they may feel more invested in the
group and have a greater sense of belonging. Initially feeling
welcomed by the GSA may be particularly important for hetero-
sexual students, who may be cautious in joining a club they
might perceive as primarily for sexual minority students. To
meet the needs and interests of heterosexual members, GSAs
might consider asking for their feedback to ensure they feel
included.

The Important Roles of GSA Advisors

GSA advisors play a major role in supporting students. The youth
mentoring literature shows a clear connection between the pres-
ence of supportive adult role models and healthy youth develop-
ment.*® A GSA advisor may be one of just a few affirming adults
in a school who is accessible to LGBTQ youth. In addition, advi-
sors can link students to larger community networks and also
advocate for these students among other educators or adminis-
trators.* Advisors thus have much to offer students and can have
a substantial impact on students’ experiences within the GSA
and their overall well-being.

Many advisors have noted their desire to support LGBTQ
students as a strong motivation for becoming a GSA advisor,
while others have pointed to their personal connections with

hould be part of broader
to ensure the visibility,
ion, respect, and success
[Q students.
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LGBTQ individuals.*” In addition to fulfilling a general advisory
role during GSA meetings, advisors also support students when
they experience parental rejection, relationship concerns, bul-
lying, or mental health issues. They also provide students with
referrals to other LGBTQ-affirming agencies; respond to acts of
discrimination in the school; serve as a consultant to other
teachers, staff, and administrators around LGBTQ issues; and
plan and coordinate out-of-school events.3

Heterosexual students are a
sizable constituency within
many GSAs.

Some advisors have noted barriers to their work—for exam-
ple, administrator hostility to their GSA.*® Often, they must
handle the challenges of securing adequate resources for GSA
activities as well as permission and funding to attend out-of-
school events (e.g., student conferences). Furthermore, many
advisors are not provided with formal training for their posi-
tion.*® Given that educators serve increasingly diverse racial and
ethnic populations, with a growing number of students from
different backgrounds, itis crucial that GSA advisors have access
to training and adequate support.* The convergence and con-
centration of diversity within GSAs requires advisors to be com-
petent across many forms of diversity (e.g., race or ethnicity,
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gender identity and expression, sexual orientation, or social
class). Yet they may have few training opportunities to build their
efficacy in providing culturally informed support for students
whose identities and experiences may differ from their own.

Beyond advisors’ one-on-one interactions with students,
their knowledge and sense of efficacy around multiple forms of
diversity could be important in their support of the GSA as a
whole.*” While the primary focus of GSAs is on sexual orientation
and gender, they also aim to address other forms of oppression.*
Advisors should be able to support and guide students with
regard to such issues as racial, economic, or religious discrimi-
nation as they intersect with sexual orientation or gender.

The power-sharing dynamics between advisors and student
members can vary considerably across GSAs.* Some GSAs reflect
more of a “top-down” and hierarchical decision-making process
driven largely by advisors. For instance, advisors may choose the
topic or issue they will discuss at a given meeting and may play a
greater role in facilitating these discussions. In contrast, other
GSAs reflect a horizontal power-sharing and decision-making
process with more balance between advisors and students.

We have found that students who perceive having more con-
trol in decision making within their GSA and, notably, whose
GSA advisors perceive that they themselves have more control
in decision making, report the highest levels of well-being.*
Although these are conflicting perceptions of who is in control,
this finding may reflect the complexity in how students and advi-
sors negotiate their roles in making GSA-related decisions and
in ensuring the success of their GSA. Because it can be difficult
for advisors and students to balance power and distribute
responsibilities, GSAs (like other student groups) should allot
sufficient time for advisors and students to engage in these con-
versations so that everyone feels responsible for the success of
their GSA.

Ithough GSAs are uniquely positioned to promote the

safety, well-being, and success of students across

various sexual orientation and gender identities, it

would be unreasonable to expect them to be the
single way to address the many ongoing concerns faced by
LGBTQ students in schools. Ideally, GSAs should be supported
with additional efforts linked to safer school climates and stu-
dent well-being, such as adopting antibullying policies that
specify protection on the basis of sexual orientation and gender
identity or expression, ensuring the representation of LGBTQ
individuals and issues within standard course curricula,* imple-
menting complementary schoolwide programming (e.g., social-
emotional learning programs), and hosting in-service trainings
for teachers and staff on LGBTQ-related issues. Taking on this
larger constellation of approaches could positively affect stu-
dents and schools.*

(Continued on page 43)

*In July 2016, the California State Board of Education voted on a new history/social
science framework that includes the study of LGBTQ Americans and their contributions
to this country. The vote makes California the first state in the nation to include LGBTQ
history in public schools. For more on this vote, see www.lat.ms/29AFNP4.

At its biennial convention in July 2016, the American Federation of Teachers passed a
resolution in support of LGBTQ students and staff. To read the resolution, visit http://
go.aft.org/AE416link 1.



Coming Out in High School

How One Gay-Straight Alliance Supports Students

By KRISTINA R1zGA

t is a little past noon, and Mission High School’s annual

drag show is about to begin. The air in the school audito-

rium is hot, alive with loud chatter and intermittent laugh-

ter from a crowd of more than 1,000 students and adults.
Scattered blue, pink, and yellow lights move across the sea of
teenage faces. The stage sparkles with holiday lights and glitter.
The projection screen on the stage reads: ““That’s so gay’ is NOT
okay. Celebrate gay, hooray!” A few students sitting in the front
rows are reading posters near the stage. Each displays some-
one’s “coming out testimonial”: “I am coming out as Gay,
because I am fabulous.” “I am coming out as a poet, because
everyone should express themselves honestly and creatively!”
“I am coming out as straight because I love girls!”

Pablo, a senior, is standing behind a heavy yellow velvet cur-
tain at the back of the stage. His slender shoulders are moving
up and down, as he is breathing rapidly. He can hear the voices
and laughter on the other side of the curtain. The emcee on stage
announces Pablo’s name, and the volume of student voices in
the audience goes up. His heart is racing. He wipes the sweat off
his forehead with a white towel, but the drops reappear. His
tongue feels swollen and dry. Pablo asks his friends for a glass
of water.

This year’s drag show—put on by Mission High'’s Gay-Straight
Alliance (GSA)—has already been going better than all others
Pablo has been a part of since he arrived at Mission. The drag
show is a homegrown expression created by students of the
school, which is located in San Francisco near the Castro district,

Kristina Rizga is a senior reporter at Mother Jones, where she
writes about education. This article is excerpted from Mission
High: One School, How Experts Tried to Fail It, and
the Students and Teachers Who Made It
Triumph by Kristina Rizga. Copy-
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Nation Books, an imprint
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the historic neighborhood with one of the largest gay popula-
tions in the country. The annual show features student- and
teacher-choreographed dances, student and teacher “coming
out” speeches, short educational videos on LGBTQ (lesbian, gay,
bisexual, transgender, and queer/questioning) issues, and the
popular “fashion show,” in which teachers, administrators, secu-
rity guards, and students appear dressed in drag.

Principal Eric Guthertz steps onto the stage in a white dress
with a brown print on it, a blond wig, and red patent leather
platforms to introduce the student dance Pablo has choreo-
graphed to Nicki Minaj’s song “Super Bass.” As Pablo and his five
friends playfully twist and turn across the stage—dressed in
shorts, fishnet stockings, and white tank tops—the audience
cheers. Midway through the dance, during a blaring bass solo, a
few students get up and dance on their chairs.

Pablo has spent more than a year thinking about the dance
moves and his interpretation of the song. He has mixed in tradi-
tional dance moves from his native Guatemala: salsa, cumbia,
merengue, and tango. Other ideas came from musical artists he
admires, like Boy George and Lady Gaga. But the story is all his:
he wants to convey the idea that dance, like life, is most mean-
ingful when people are allowed to be whoever they want to be.
For Pablo, it means breaking through the rigid confines of gen-
der-based dance moves, allowing students to make up their own.

The emcee announces Pablo’s name again. The screaming
crowd gets louder. Pablo is scheduled to be the third student
speaker in the drag show and will share his coming out story.

“Pablo, please come out,” the emcee comes behind the cur-
tain and tells him.

“Ineed five more minutes,” Pablo replies.

What if they throw things at me while I'm talking? Pablo is
thinking to himself. He starts shaking.

One, two, three, four, five. Pablo is now counting steps in his
head, looking at his black Doc Martens, as he moves toward the
stage. On six, he raises his eyes toward the lights, standing in
front of the podium.

“Hello, Mission High School,” Pablo’s soft voice interrupts the
cheering, and the noise stills.

“My name is Pablo,” he says in a warm, confident voice. Then
he glances at his written speech on his phone one more time
before he continues.

“I describe myselfin a million different ways. But today, I will
tell you that I am Latino and gay. Just in case you still have
struggles with race, gender, and sexuality, let me tell you some-
thing. Maybe what you see, maybe the outside, it’s different, but
on the inside, we are all the same.

“I knew I was gay before coming out. In my sophomore year, I
came out to my best friend, Claudia, in a PE class. That morning,
Ifeltbrave, I felt free, I felt honest. Sounds easy, but I used to spend
alot of time crying, hating myself, praying to God to ‘change’ me.

“Igotrejected athome. Sometimes, it hurts. But I understand.
A lot of things can’t go the way you want them to, but you have
to learn how to work them out.

“I'want to tell you that I am a crazy dreamer, but I am not
alone. From Seneca Falls, where the first well-known women’s
rights convention in the U.S. happened, through Selma, where
Dr. King and other organizers led one of the protests for civil
rights, to the Stonewall Rebellion, the birth of the LGBTQ move-
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ment, and now here in our school, it’s called progress, people,
whether you like it or not.”

Challenges at School

Even though Mission High School sponsors an annual drag show,
LGBTQ students still face challenges. At Mission, no one pushed
Pablo around or punched him in the stomach. But some days the
verbal banter and social isolation were overwhelming. Pablo
didn’t care as much about the words he heard in the hallways. He
tried to walk down the halls with a friend, and the many hallways
and staircases made it easy enough to escape tense situations. In
some classrooms, though, there was no escape.

In his freshman algebra class, Pablo’s teacher asked him to
sitin a group of four students. Pablo sat down next to Carlos, a
recent immigrant from Honduras, who wore a San Francisco
Giants hat and a small cross around his neck, over his T-shirt.
Pablo liked math and was good at it. Carlos was a top student in
math too, and he was extremely competitive. In the first week of
class, whenever Pablo solved a problem before everyone else in
the group, Carlos whispered comments in Spanish. “No, you
don’t know this. You are dumb, because you are gay.” The teacher
didn’t hear the comments.

A few weeks later, when Pablo was graphing a slope on the
whiteboard in front of the class, Carlos started calling him names
in Spanish outloud. The math teacher heard him this time and
sent Carlos to the dean’s office. But when Carlos came back, he
was even more emboldened and crueler than before, and the
situation was no better for Pablo.

On another occasion, Pablo’s math teacher was writing out
numbers on the whiteboard, and each number was painted in a
different color, forming a rainbow. Carlos said in Spanish that it



looked like a gay flag. Another student chimed in; she said she
didn’t think gay marriage was right. At the time, Pablo hadn’t
come outyet—even to himself. As students joined in, he said he
didn’t think gay marriage was right either.

“Are you serious?” Carlos turned to him. “How can you turn
against your own people?”

Later that day at home, Pablo was suffocating under the
unbearable weight of shame. Why am I afraid to come out? Why
am I lying? he thought. It was during this quiet, private mono-
logue, sitting in his room alone, that Pablo came out of the closet
to himself for the first time.

During his freshman year at Mission, Pablo was in classes for
English learners. His English teacher, Deborah Fedorchuk, had
all of her students write in journals at the beginning of each class.
She would write a topic on the whiteboard, set the clock for 10
minutes, and encourage students to write without stopping.
Whatever they wanted to say was fine, she assured them.

One day, she wrote down “Women’s Rights,” and Pablo sur-
prised himself; he wrote and wrote, and the words kept pouring
out. At the end of the paper, he decided that he was “for women’s
rights” and that he was a “feminist ally.” Ms. Fedorchuk loved the
essay and discussed it with Pablo atlunch. She enjoyed talking to

For LGBTQ students, some days
the verbal banter and social
isolation were overwhelming.

her students about their journals. Almost every day, Pablo would
come to her classroom and discuss with her various political and
social issues: green economies and recycling, guns and “cholos”
(a Spanish term that most often describes the Latino low-rider
subculture and manner of dress), stereotypes, women.

“Ms. Fedorchuk was the first person at Mission who made me
feel at home,” Pablo recalls four years later, as a senior. “I felt
mute until | met her. Her interest in my ideas made me feel alive
again. Iwanted to be heard so bad. Iwas so shy and didn’t speak
English. She made me talk”

Later in his freshman year, Ms. Fedorchuk told Pablo about
Taica Hsu (see his article on page 20), who sponsored the school’s
Gay-Straight Alliance club, in which students who shared Pablo’s
views on women’s rights debated various social and political
issues. Mr. Hsu spoke fluent Spanish and taught math—Pablo’s
favorite subject. Even though Mr. Hsu wasn’t his math teacher,
Pablo felt most comfortable asking him for help with math and
checking in about anything else that was going on in his life at the
time. Pablo started going to the GSA’s weekly meetings. He still
struggled with his English and was painfully shy at first. But he
liked the GSA’s president, Michelle—a bold, openly bisexual

young woman—who had ambitious ideas for events and cam-
paigns. Eventually, Pablo decided to become the vice president
of the GSA.

Once a week, Mr. Hsu, Michelle, and Pablo met to plan the
upcoming GSA meeting. During these sessions, Mr. Hsu taught
Pablo and Michelle how to write agendas, keep everyone
engaged, and make people feel welcome and included during
meetings. That year, they organized the first panel at which GSA
students educated teachers on ways to intervene when homo-
phobic, sexist, or racist language is used in the classrooms. The
idea came about after the group realized that most bullying was
happening in the classrooms, rather than in the hallways.

The GSA invited all faculty members to come to the panel, at
which students shared real examples of how teachers had inter-
vened in a way they thought was constructive. Pablo was one of
the speakers on the panel, remembering how one teacher had
responded to an African American student who made the com-
ment “Don’tbe a fag” to his friend during her class. “Excuse me,”
the teacher had said, stopping the class with a visible sense of
urgency and concern. “We never use that kind of language here.
How would you feel if someone said, ‘That’s so black?’”

Pablo recalled that the student had apologized, and that kind
oflanguage didn’t occur in her class again. He and other panel-
ists advised teachers to do more of that—to relate LGBTQ bully-
ing to other forms of abuse students at the school can identify
with, such as racism or hateful language targeting undocu-
mented immigrants. Mr. Hsu says that almost all the teachers
came to the panel and later expressed their support for such
discussions with students. Most teaching programs and profes-
sional development days in schools don’t provide that kind of
training on appropriate ways to intervene. Some teachers feel
they should say something, but they don’t know how to respond
appropriately.

As students shared their experiences, they came to the con-
clusion that some teachers were better than others at stopping
abusive language or establishing a classroom culture that pro-
actively prevents bullying in the first place. They decided to share
these best practices with all teachers.

The GSA panelists made many suggestions on how to address
these issues, including incorporating more LGBTQ content into
the curriculum. “A small group of history teachers always
included studies of the LGBTQ movements in their history
classes, but many don’t,” Pablo says. “When they do, they show
how these movements helped everyone and present gay people
in a positive way.”

One day during his sophomore year, Pablo’s friend Claudia
was telling him about her crushes during their physical educa-
tion class. When she was done talking, she asked, “Do you have
someone you like?”

“No,” Pablo said.

A week later, she asked Pablo again, while they were doing
pushups.

“You know how you tell me that you need to hug a pillow after
you wake up from a nightmare?” Pablo said. “Let’s pretend I'm
having a nightmare right now. I need you to be there for me.
There is someone I feel attracted to, and his name is Stephen.”

Claudia stopped doing pushups.

“Yes, I'm gay,” Pablo said, continuing to do pushups.
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“Oh my God!” Claudia said with a smile. “I knew it.”

Someone overheard them talking, and the news spread
quickly throughout the school.

“It didn’t matter anymore,” Pablo recalls. “After I came out, I
feltlike [ had space in the school. I felt bigger. I felt like, ‘yes, I'm
going to cope. I'm going to have good grades.”

When Pablo came out to Claudia and joined the GSA, he felt
physically and emotionally stronger and more confident in his
abilities to cope with his new place in the world. At school, Pablo
felt that people noticed him more. His grades improved, eventu-
ally landing him on the honor roll.

But at the end of his sophomore year, when school was out
for the summer, life at home felt more stifling than usual. Pablo
was spending more time at his house, where he lived with his
mother and two uncles. His inability to be truthful with his mom
weighed more heavily on his mind with each passing day.

After living athome grew unbearable, Pablo eventually moved
into a friend’s house. At school, Mr. Hsu checked on Pablo every
day. His attendance and grades plummeted, and Mr. Hsu was
worried. He talked to Pablo’s teachers and sent out an e-mail ask-
ing them to be more lenient with Pablo’s deadlines that month. In
addition, Mr. Hsu introduced Pablo to his friend Erik Martinez,
who was a case manager at a local LGBTQ youth community
center and educational organization called LYRIC. Pablo started
going to LYRIC every two weeks. He enjoyed talking to Martinez.
Pablo didn’t want to sit in a small room talking to a therapist about
all of the things that were horrible in his life. He wanted to be ina
group of like-minded people who were dealing with similar issues.
LYRIC provided that community and felt like home. Pablo’s rela-
tionship with his family remained strained, but he started feeling
stronger about his ability to cope with it.

“The [drag show] dance, my expression, the LYRIC family,
[that] was my therapy back then,” Pablo reflects now. “What I
really needed was resilience and building my confidence and
skills to speak out.”

A Supportive Gay-Straight Alliance

In schools all over the United States, teens who identify as
LGBTQ are bullied far more than others.! A 2013 national survey
conducted by GLSEN (the Gay, Lesbian & Straight Education
Network) found that homophobic (and sexist) remarks are
more common today than racist comments. In addition, 85
percent of kids who identified as LGBTQ said they had been
verbally harassed at school, 39 percent said they had been physi-
cally harassed, and 19 percent said they had been physically
assaulted. These youths are more likely to skip school and have
lower grades.*

Studies show that a GSA is one of the strongest buffers a
school can build to reduce the bullying of gay teens. In schools
with GSAs—according to journalist Emily Bazelon, author of
Sticks and Stones—kids experience less abuse, have higher
grades, and feel a greater sense of belonging.® There are about
3,500 GSAs in the United States, mostly in high schools but
some in middle schools, according to the national Genders &
Sexualities Alliance Network (GSA Network, formerly called the
Gay-Straight Alliance Network). Founded in 1998, the GSA Net-
work supports GSAs, and helps students establish them, in
schools across the country.
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The GSA Network, which unites statewide GSA organizations
and promotes the GSA movement nationally, considers Mission
one of its strongest and most effective local chapters in the coun-
try. Mission students, teachers, and administrators say that their
GSA draws most of its strength from an authentic student owner-
ship model. The work of its leadership is then reinforced by a
larger, school-based approach designed to reduce stereotypes
and biases, including sexism, racism, and the bullying of stu-
dents with disabilities.

Most local GSAs look for guidance from the GSA Network,
which coordinates large events for local chapters to participate
in, such as National Coming Out Day. This national campaign
raises awareness of the LGBTQ community, highlights common-
alities among gay students and others who live with complex or
multiple gender identities or who struggle with exclusion, and
gives LGBTQ students in each school the ability to express them-
selves publicly.

Distributing forms for National Coming Out Day was one of
the first campaigns Pablo ran when he joined the GSA, encourag-
ing students to reveal hidden or lesser-known sides of their identi-
ties. As forms dotted the walls of Mission, some students came

The success of any antibullying
initiative depends on the degree
of student ownership.

out as queer, others as allies of LGBTQ friends and family, and
others as poets, punk rockers, dancers, food lovers, and secret
admirers. Pablo says that in his freshman year, about 20 students
filled out the forms. By his senior year, more than 300 did.

During his sophomore year, Pablo danced in his first drag
show. It was the first time Mission opened up the event to the
entire school, after four years of gradual buildup. As he danced,
the vast majority of students clapped and cheered. A few yelled
out crude jokes, and teachers had to walk several students out.
When one student was reading her “coming out” testimonial,
someone threw a piece of crumpled paper at her. The ball didn’t
make it to the podium and landed in the front rows.

Even though the reception of the first public show was not as
welcoming and widespread as the one at which Pablo read his
testimonial two years later, he felt a tangible change at school
the next day. As he walked down the hallways, countless stu-
dents approached him to express support. He also noticed that
students who didn’t fitin—socially isolated and bullied kids who
were not LGBTQ—wanted to talk to him. Some said they wanted
to dance in next year’s drag show. Others wanted to share their
own stories of social exclusion, racism, or bullying.

“Before the drag show, [ was a freak and it was a bad thing,’
Pablo recalls. “Now, it became a good thing. Many students still



looked at us as weird, but now we were also cool. We know how
to dance, how to put on the most popular party at school, and
we are good at listening to different people.”

When Pablo became the vice president of Mission’s GSA in
his sophomore year, he proposed that the GSA put even more
energy into homegrown activities designed by students. He also
wanted to put on more events that celebrated queer culture; he
felt that too many events focused on the ways in which LGBTQ
teens were being repressed. “I didn’t want Mission High to see
gay students only as victims or negative statistics,” he says. “I
wanted everyone to see us as the most active and positive people
at the school.” If the GSA could put on the most popular parties
atthe school, Pablo reasoned, the club would attract many more
allies, who would then become powerful ambassadors and dis-
seminators of a culture of respect among students who would
not otherwise connect to the GSA on their own. These student
allies would also be taught to intervene and stop the spread of
homophobic language.

Kim, a straight member of the GSA, is a perfect example of
how Pablo’s strategy worked. “Iloved the dances, and that’s why
I joined, and so many others do too,” she explains. “What
appealed to me is that the drag show was the only place at the
school where the dances were modern, not traditional. I love
Lady Gaga, and I wanted to dance to pop music. As we were
practicing for the drag show, I learned about the meaning
behind these dances and the drag. But we also just hung out a
lot and talked aboutlife, and I learned about how hard it was for
LGBTQ students to be out. I learned about the high number of
suicides among gay teenagers.

“The drag show was the most powerful recruitment tool. My
friends saw me dance and wanted to join, and I'd say, ‘Oh, I'm

going to a GSA meeting today, and they’d just come and hang
out. At any time, half of the kids were just hanging out there,
eating pizza and seeing straight people they know support
LGBTQ people”

ablo’s third and final drag show was the most popular

event at Mission among students that year, and because

itwas open to the entire school, it was probably the only

event of its kind anywhere in the country. When Pablo
read his testimonial to the audience, the auditorium—filled with
more than 900 teenagers from dozens of cultural and religious
backgrounds—was so quiet and respectful that Pablo’s breathing
could be heard in the microphone. Some of the loudest cheers
of support came from Carlos, Pablo’s biggest tormentor four
years earlier. A month after the drag show, Pablo helped Carlos
find his first job out of high school.

While the situation for LGBTQ youth remains dire in too
many schools across the country, the school climate for all stu-
dents at Mission visibly improved from 2010 to 2014, according
to students. In a districtwide 2013 student survey, 51 percent of
Mission 11th-graders reported that other students “never” or
“rarely” made harassing statements based on sexual orientation,
compared with 28 percent from the same grade in other schools.
Significantly higher percentages of Mission 11th-graders also
reported that “this school encourages students to understand
how others think and feel” and that “students here try to stop
bullying when they see it happen.”*

Educators at Mission agree that the success of any antibully-
ing initiative depends on the degree of student ownership of the
strategies for solutions. A GSA club, a drag show, or any other
antibullying strategy that is superimposed by adults without
genuine leadership and engagement by the students will not
work. Another thing that wouldn’t work, Pablo adds, is expecting
that one club, like a GSA, can by itself change the entire school
culture.

Mission supports dozens of clubs that celebrate diversity,
individual difference, and inclusive leadership. But most of the
important work happens in the classroom, Pablo says. Teachers
who are in charge of their classrooms know how to set up class-
rooms that encourage positive social norms and effective group
work and collaboration among students. They model behavior.
They show students how to stand up for others and stop abuse
effectively. And most important for Pablo, great teachers find
relevant, intellectually challenging content that not only teaches
history, fiction, grammatical conventions, and vocabulary, but
also pushes students to explore the meaning of courage, empa-
thy, honesty, forgiveness, and taking responsibility for one’s own
actions. g
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How 1 Support
LGBTQ+ Students at My School

N
...__.___1?‘.

B

Professional educa-

tors—in the classroom,

library, counseling center,

or anywhere in between—

share one overarching goal:

ensuring all students receive

the rich, well-rounded educa-

tion they need to be productive,

engaged citizens. In this regular

feature, we explore the work of pro-

fessional educators—their accomplish-

ments and their challenges—so that the
lessons they have learned can benefit students
across the country. After all, listening to the profes-
sionals who do this work every day is a blueprint for success.

By Taica Hsu

rowing up, I always wanted to become a teacher. As a
precocious 8-year-old, l remember tutoring my friends
in math. I'loved helping them learn. In high school, I
even started a tutoring program, and I participated in

my school’s peer counseling program.
While I dreamed of being an educator, I had no idea that one

Taica Hsu teaches mathematics and serves as the faculty advisor for the
Queer Straight Alliance at Mission High School in the San Francisco Uni-
fied School District.

day I'd serve as an advisor to the Gay-Straight Alliance (GSA)
where I taught. In high school, [ knew I was gay, butI did not feel
supported enough to come out to my friends and family. It
wasn’t until college that I felt comfortable telling others about
my sexuality.

I came out during my first year at Dartmouth College. I also
decided to put aside my dreams of teaching. I thought I wanted
to be a doctor. I think I felt pressure to pursue a career like medi-
cine, business, or law because society respects those professions
more than teaching.

But by my sophomore year, I started taking education classes
and changed my major to education. After I graduated from
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Dartmouth in 2006, I attended the Stanford Teacher Education
Program, where I earned my license to teach mathematics in
California. In 2007, I did my student teaching at Mission High
School, a very racially and ethnically diverse school in San Fran-
cisco, and I've been a math teacher there ever since. (For more
on Mission, see page 15.)

Connecting with the GSA

For nearly 10 years, I have been the school’s GSA advisor, which
hasbeen incredibly rewarding. I firstbecame interested in helping
the group when I was a student teacher. I would attend meetings
throughout the year, and I got to know the students and the
teacher then advising them. That teacher left when I became a
new teacher at Mission. Colleagues told me not to take on too
many things my first year, but the GSA was really important to me,
and I decided to become the advisor.

A Gay-Straight Alliance
empowers students to
stand up for who they are.

Students really make the group their own. They take onleader-
ship positions and take ownership of the club, and it has become
avery supportive space for alot of students. During my first couple
of years, teachers would refer students to the GSA when they
would say homophobic things or do things that were insensitive
toward the LGBTQ+ (lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer/
questioning, plus) community. (I always include “+” because I
think this movement should be as inclusive as possible.) And so,
the GSA also became a place where students could learn from
what we were doing.

I remember one student in particular who was referred by a
teacher to the GSA for calling another student gay. Instead of call-
ing his parents, the teacher told him to attend a GSA meeting to
learn why such speech is not OK. Although he was required to
attend only once, he was really drawn into the group and kept
coming all year. The members of the GSA were kind and welcom-
ing, and they educated him about LGBTQ+ issues. He became a
strong ally for our community the rest of his time at Mission.

Having a group where students feel supported and free to dis-
cuss identity in a way they might not be able to in other spaces in
school is really powerful. Ultimately, a GSA empowers students
to stand up for who they are and enables allies to stand up for their
LGBTQ+ peers.

The students who belong to the GSA at Mission make sure the
group is visible on campus. The club has sponsored a marriage
booth where students of any sexual identity can pretend to get
married. We hold events on the Day of Silence, and we put on a

drag show for LGBT Pride Month in our school district. For
National Coming Out Day, we encourage students and staff to
come out and identify as something different (not exclusively
related to gender or sexual orientation), and we post these testi-
monies around the school. It’s important that we are viewed as
part of the school community, have a voice, and are respected.

Our membership ebbs and flows. Some students are especially
committed to the work of transforming the school, while others
join just to hang out with their friends, which is fine because
they're still learning about LGBTQ+ issues and can be allies. This
year, we have a core group of 10 students, half of whom were part
of the club last year. I actually prefer a small group because stu-
dents can get more done when we meet in our 40-minute lunch
period. The club really is student-led. As an advisor, I mainly give
them feedback and help with logistical issues, such as planning
schoolwide events.

A Celebration of Drag

Among the most popular events the GSA plans are drag shows.
The first one was very small, and we invited about half the school.
GSA members only put the word out to teachers they felt comfort-
able with, ones who supported LGBTQ+ students and addressed
homophobic and transphobic remarks in the classroom. They
were invited because students felt these teachers would create a
safe environment and would hold their students accountable for
being respectful while watching the show. That spring, we held
two 40-minute shows, in which students and teachers (including
me!) performed.

As part of the show, students gave “coming out” speeches, or
their friends or teachers read their speeches for them if they were
too nervous to do so themselves. Parents and community mem-
bers came too, and we got great feedback. Because it was such a
big hit, we've been doing it ever since. It’s even become a school-
wide assembly, so all students are now invited and attend, and a
large number of students and faculty members, including the
principal, participate in drag.

The GSA hosts the drag show because drag helps students
understand the difference between gender (a social construct)
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and sexual orientation. In watching and participating in drag,
students see that gender is not dictated by the clothes you wear
or by the activities you like. Gender is an identity that is fluid and
can be expressed in many different ways. Gender expression—i.e.,
the ways someone manifests femininity or masculinity—may or
may not conform to social constructs. While it can often be an
extension of a person’s gender identity, it does not define it. Drag
breaks down the idea of gender norms and gender barriers, which
makes it very powerful.

I still keep in touch with former students like Pablo, whom I
see a few times a year. Pablo currently works and takes college
classes. A year after he graduated in 2013, Pablo came back to
Mission to help choreograph the drag show. Other GSA alumni
also tend to keep in touch. Rexy, our most recent former president,

helped choreograph last year’s show and even participated in it.
It’s important for students to see that the alumni connection to
the GSA remains strong.

It's a connection I regret not having in my own high school. I
graduated in 2002 from a school in Corona, California, which is
part of Riverside County. My high school felt oppressive, and it
was not a good place to be LGBTQ+. When I first got involved with
the GSA at Mission, I really wanted to cultivate a space where
students could feel comfortable being who they are.

To ensure that all students feel supported in our club, last year
students changed the name from GSA to QSA, for Queer Straight
Alliance. They felt like that was more inclusive of all identities and
that compared with “gay,” the word “queer” represents a broader
identity. Our students noticed a lot of their peers were identifying
as “gender queer” or just “queer” in general and didn’t want to
label themselves as “gay” or “lesbian” or “transgender.”

Educating Other Teachers

Every few years, our club holds a training for the school’s staff. We
help give teachers tools to intervene when a student says some-
thing homophobic in class. For years, teachers were just coming
to me privately and saying, “I have a student who said something.
Can you talk to them?”
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Because of these trainings, and because LGBTQ+ students have
been so articulate about the fact that teachers should intervene
when homophobic remarks are made, more teachers are using
what gets said in class as teachable moments. For instance, I think
it's really important to ask a student what he or she means by a
homophobic remark and then to explain the oppressive history
of thatlanguage.

Sometimes when students say something derogatory, they
don’t even understand its connotation. A teacher can respond
with a question like, “What do you actually mean by ‘That’s so
gay’?” Often, students will say, “Oh, I don’t mean itlike that” That’s
when a teacher can say, “All right. Well, what else could you say to
communicate your feelings without targeting or being negative
toward an entire community?” This moment then becomes edu-
cational because the teacher can talk about the history of the
derogatory use of the word the student has used. The teacher can
help students understand how using the word that way offends
people whose identity is being associated with a negative
connotation.

We help give teachers tools to
intervene when a student says
something homophobic in class.

At Mission, teachers have adopted this approach not only for
LGBTQ+ slurs but for racist and sexist remarks, so they can help
students really reflect on their language and be more aware of
others’ feelings. Such reflections often occur in our school’s ethnic
studies classes and during QSA meetings, both of which help
students understand that discriminatory language is part of a
system of oppression, in which we sometimes unintentionally
participate but from which we can break free.

I do think my colleagues have gotten better at handling these
situations instead of just coming to me. I've actually had teachers
come to me and say, “Hey, I did this in class, and it really worked.”
That feedback is empowering, and it shows that these trainings
and discussions have pushed teachers forward to deal with dis-
criminatory remarks and not just ignore them or pretend not to
hear them. They are actually engaging with students around their
language so that all students feel safe.

As a sign of its strong support for LGBTQ+ students and in an
effort to make Mission more inclusive, our school just opened its
first gender-neutral bathroom. We're trying to ensure that stu-
dents know about it and feel safe using it—and that adults know
how to convey the purpose of a bathroom with no gender restric-
tions. Although the QSA has helped make Mission a more wel-
coming place for all students, we still have work to do. O



How Educators Address Bias in School

BY GLSEN

Teachers play a critical role in ensuring that
students learn in the safest and most
affirming environment possible. Findings
from our 2015 national survey of secondary
teachers and students,* a follow-up to a
survey we conducted 10 years ago, provide
valuable information about how educators
are addressing bias in their schools. To that
end, the findings highlighted below focus
on teachers’ survey responses and offer
insights into what challenges remain.

e Approximately half of the teachers
believed that bullying, name-calling, or
harassment was a serious problem at
their schools.

e Overall, teachers reported that students
felt safer in their schools, and also
reported lower incidences of biased
remarks, than teachers surveyed in 2005.
Yet these more positive perceptions did
not hold true for safety and bias related
to race/ethnicity and religion.

e Most teachers surveyed reported
intervening at least sometimes when
hearing biased remarks; they did so
most often with sexist remarks and least
often with negative remarks about
transgender people.

e While at least half of teachers reported
being very comfortable intervening in all
types of biased remarks, they were most
comfortable intervening in negative
remarks about ability, and least comfort-
able intervening in negative remarks
related to gender expression and
transgender people.

e Most teachers also reported feeling
comfortable addressing bullying
behaviors, but they were most comfort-
able addressing bullying based on race
or religion, and least comfortable
addressing bullying based on a student’s
actual or perceived sexual orientation or
gender identity/expression.

e Teachers surveyed in 2015 reported
intervening in biased remarks less often
than did teachers surveyed in 2005. This
change may be a result of the change in
their comfort levels in intervention.

*On behalf of GLSEN (the Gay, Lesbian & Straight
Education Network), Harris Poll administered an online
survey to 1,367 U.S. students ages 13-18, and to 1,015
U.S. middle and high school teachers. The survey results
were released in a September 2016 report, Ffrom Teasing
to Torment: School Climate Revisited, as a follow-up to a
similar GLSEN report 10 years ago. The 2016 report is
available at www.bit.ly/2e97QUE.

Teachers in 2015 may be less prepared
for handling these behaviors among
their students, which could indicate a
continuing, and perhaps greater, need
for professional development.

Supportive LGBTQ Practices. The
overwhelming majority of teachers
surveyed felt that teachers and other
educators had an obligation to ensure safe
and supportive learning environments for
LGBTQ students. However, this sense of
obligation did not always translate into
action, with only about half of teachers
reporting having engaged in any LGBTQ-
supportive practices.

Most commonly, teachers indicated that
they had worked directly with students by
providing one-on-one LGBTQ student
support and discussing LGBTQ issues with
students, and were less likely to report
engaging in activities that may have a
broader impact on school climate, such as
including LGBTQ people or topics in their
curriculum, educating other school staff,
advocating for inclusive policies, or advising
a Gay-Straight Alliance or similar student
group.

Professional Development. Our findings
highlight the importance of professional
development in helping teachers become
more aware of the bias students face in
schools and better equipped to respond. As
shown below, teachers who had received
professional development on diversity/
multicultural education or on LGBTQ
student issues reported intervening in

biased remarks more often and were more
likely to engage in LGBTQ-supportive
practices. The effect of LGBTQ-related
professional development on LGBTQ-
supportive practices was particularly
striking.

However, teachers were unlikely to
receive this type of professional develop-
ment in their pre-service training or when
working in schools. Although over three-
fourths of teachers said they had some type
of professional development on diversity/
multicultural education, less than a third
said they had received any training on
LGBTQ student issues. Teachers in schools
with enumerated LGBTQ policies were more
likely to have received professional
development on issues related to LGBTQ
students and on diversity/multicultural
education. However, further analysis
demonstrated that professional develop-
ment on bullying that does not include
content on diversity or LGBTQ student
issues does not necessarily lead to an
increase in LGBTQ-supportive efforts.

Teacher Characteristics. Although few
teachers reported incorporating LGBTQ
people and topics into their teaching, those
teaching English or history/social studies
were more likely to do so than those who
teach in other subject areas. This pattern
held true for most LGBTQ-supportive
practices as well, suggesting that more
attention should be given to helping
teachers of all disciplines address anti-
LGBTQ bias and support LGBTQ students.

Engagement in LGBTQ-Supportive Practices by Professional Development

For each type of professional development, teachers who had received it were more likely
to engage in practices supportive of LGBTQ students than those who had not. As shown
below, more than 70 percent of teachers who had received professional development in
LGBTQ student issues had engaged in LGBTQ-supportive practices, compared with just over

40 percent of teachers who had not.

Professional
Development

No Professional
Development

80% 75.3%
70.7%
60%7| 5799 Sl
40% —| 35.1% _— m
° e 31.4%
20%
0% | | | |
Bullying/ Diversity/ LGB Issues Transgender
Harassment Multicultural Ed. Issues

Percentage of teachers who engaged in LGBTQ-supportive practices

SOURCE: GLSEN, FROM TEASING TO TORMENT, PAGE 74.
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¢ sharemylesson

Bullying and LGBTQ Youth

RESEARCH SHOWS that students who
identify as LGBTQ (lesbian, gay, bisexual,
transgender, and queer/questioning) face
bullying at significantly higher rates than
their peers, and the consequences, such as
increased rates of suicide, can be heart-
breaking. Dedicated educators have an
extraordinary opportunity each day to
create a safe and welcoming environment
for the children who come through their
doors.

The AFT’s own Share My Lesson offers a
bullying prevention collection of resources
to help teachers educate all students about
LGBTQ issues and build inclusive school
communities. The free antibullying
materials, which teachers, parents, and
LGBTQ advocacy organizations from across
the country have contributed to, are
designed to support all students. This year, a
special effort has been made to highlight
the crisis faced by LGBTQ youth. The
following are suggestions from Share My
Lesson on ways teachers can help these
students.

Recognize Biased Language

Students and educators hear language that
is hurtful to LGBTQ students on a regular
basis—most frequently, the expression
“That's so gay.” Teachers can deter the use
of such phrases by monitoring language in
school and intervening on behalf of
students. The Southern Poverty Law
Center’s Teaching Tolerance website offers
resources on helping all students under-
stand why language matters.

Develop LGBTQ-Inclusive Curriculum

One way to send a positive message to
students is to recognize and include
achievements of LGBTQ individuals in lesson
plans and class discussions. When done
authentically, such information shows
students that every person has worth and
can make valuable contributions to our
society. GLSEN (the Gay, Lesbian & Straight
Education Network) offers suggestions on
highlighting LGBTQ individuals and issues in
your classroom.

Learn More about
LGBTQ Experiences

If you don’t have friends or family from the
LGBTQ community, you might be unsure
how best to advocate for students who
identify as LGBTQ. Educating yourself and
your students about LGBTQ issues can help

build empathy. The award-winning short
film A Place in the Middle chronicles the life
of an 11-year-old transgender Hawaiian girl
who dreams of leading the hula troupe at
her Honolulu school. The film’s accompany-
ing classroom discussion guide and online
resources provide an opportunity for
students to reflect on the importance of
diversity and inclusion.

Recognize that LGBTQ Students
of Color Face Unique Challenges

Be aware of and sensitive to the fact that
the experiences of LGBTQ students of color
may differ from those of their nonminority
peers. Also, keep in mind that an additional
stigma comes from being labeled a “double
minority.” GLSEN offers resources for
supporting LGBTQ students of color.

Become a Schoolwide Advocate
for LGBTQ Students and Allies

Teachers and other school staff can advocate
for LGBTQ students by simply paying
attention to language used in classrooms
and hallways and intervening in ways that
make LGBTQ students feel not only safe but
also part of the school community.
Organizing schoolwide character
education programs can also set the tone
for positive behavior. Teaching Tolerance’s
multimedia kit “Bullied: A Student, a School
and a Case That Made History,” and Robert
F. Kennedy Human Rights’ “Speak Truth to
Power” curriculum, feature the story of
Jamie Nabozny, an LGBTQ advocate who
was bullied in school. Both are powerful
resources for schoolwide programs.

Ask for Help

Students often, for good reason, view
teachers as compassionate authority figures
with all the answers, but there are certain
situations teachers cannot handle alone.
Seek out the advice of school counselors,
who can serve as mental health resources
for students in need.

Since students sometimes lack the
emotional maturity and external support
systems to handle difficult experiences,
learn the signs students may exhibit when
they are in trouble and direct them to
professional help. Visit Share My Lesson for
a presentation by Samantha Nelson, a
National Board Certified Teacher, on
identifying the warning signs for suicide.

—THE SHARE MY LESSON TEAM
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Recommended
Resources

“Share My Lesson Collections:
Bullying Prevention Resources”:
http://go.aft.org/AE416sml1

“What's So Bad about ‘That’s So
Gay?'": http://go.aft.org/
AE416sml2

"Developing LGBT-Inclusive
Classroom Resources”:
http://go.aft.org/AE416smli3

"“A Place in the Middle":
http://go.aft.org/AE416sml4

"Working with LGBT Students of
Color: A Guide for Educators”:
http://go.aft.org/AE416sml|5

“Bullied: A Student, a School and
a Case That Made History”:
http://go.aft.org/AE416sm|6

“Jamie Nabozny: Bullying,
Language, Literature”:
http://go.aft.org/AE416sml7

“Suicide Prevention PowerPoint
Presentation”: http://go.aft.org/
AE416sml8
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Creating a Safe and Inclusive Classroom

IN MANY WAYS, schools have become safer  to either boys or girls. These lessons enable  for elementary school educators. Available

and more welcoming places in the past 10 students to challenge gender norms and at www.glsen.org/readysetrespect, it offers
years. Yet a common challenge educators stereotypes they may have already lessons on name-calling, bullying, and bias;
still face is exactly how to support their internalized. LGBTQ-inclusive family diversity; and
students—how to provide safe spaces in gender roles and diversity.
their classrooms, and how to be inclusive of GLSEN’s Safe Space Kit . .
all identities. GLSEN’s mission is to ensure that “every Anti-Defamation League

According to results from a 2015 survey  member of every school community is The Anti-Defamation League provides many
conducted by GLSEN (the Gay, Lesbian & valued and respected regardless of sexual classroom lessons on bias, bullying, diverse
Straight Education Network), many orientation, gender identity or gender perspectives, and discrimination. To browse
teachers still do not feel comfortable expression.” To further that goal, the them by age group and topic, go to www.
addressing bullying behavior based on organization has created a toolkit to help bit.ly/2fRu28Z. The website also includes a
sexual identity, and few incorporate LGBTQ  educators be allies to LGBTQ youth. list of 700 titles of anti-bias and multicul-
(lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and This resource provides strategies to tural literature available for educators and
queer/questioning) people and topics in support LGBTQ students, educate all students  parents of children of all ages. Find this list
their teaching. (For more on how educators  about anti-LGBTQ bias, and advocate for at www.bit.ly/2ey4qy5.
address bias in schools, see page 23.) changes in school. The kit includes GLSEN’s

The following resources can help Guide to Being an Ally to LGBT Students, —AFT EDUCATIONAL ISSUES DEPARTMENT
educators address LGBTQ issues in their which provides strategies
classrooms and schools. for assessing and improving

i school climate, policies, and

Teaching Tolerance practices, as well as for
The Teaching Tolerance website, produced creating safe spaces.
by the Southern Poverty Law Center, offers To download the free
lessons and activities on topics that include guide, or to download and
appearance, gender expression, and sexual print a Safe Space sticker or
orientation, as well as race, religion, poster, go to www.glsen.
immigration, and gender equity. These org/safespace.
resources, available at www.tolerance.org/ GLSEN also offers
classroom-resources, are searchable by classroom resources and e e
keyword, topic, grade level, and subject. professional development ppen—

Lessons are geared toward kindergarten  materials on its website.
through fifth grade and encourage students One such resource, Ready, b
to think through characteristics they ascribe  Set, Respect!, is designed P

S FOLE

twaot
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More Than a Safe Space
(Continued from page 9)

We also can hear it in the voices of the stu-
dents in Nixa, Missouri, and Park City, Utah,
who are meeting with elected officials in
their state capitals and advocating for
change. The educators who support these
students are fostering qualities such as self-
efficacy, empowerment, and pride among
their LGBTQ students, and the fact that
some are doing it in the face of intense
political and religious opposition makes
clear that achieving to a standard beyond
“safe” is possible anywhere. d
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Gay-Straight Alliances
(Continued from page 14)

Several large organizations, such as
the Genders & Sexualities Alliance Net-
work (www.gsanetwork.org) and GLSEN
(the Gay, Lesbian & Straight Education
Network, www.glsen.org), offer free mate-
rials for GSA advisors and students for
establishing and sustaining a GSA. These
materials offer a range of ideas for activi-
ties that can foster support and connec-
tion among members and address
important LGBTQ-related issues. They
also provide strategies for overcoming
common challenges faced by GSAs.

As the number of GSAs continues to
increase in schools that are geographically,
socioeconomically, and culturally diverse,
greater investment in them is required to
ensure they can meet a growing range of
students’ needs. Alongside this invest-
ment, ongoing research must document
how GSAs promote healthy outcomes for
students. Together, research-based recom-
mendations for best practices, institutional
resources and support, and the dedicated
efforts of educators who work with GSAs
will all serve to maximize the benefits of
these groups for the students and schools
they serve. O
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