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American schools are in trouble. Each year, a growing number of students miss class, are tormented by their peers, and feel so unsafe at school that they are sometimes even pushed far enough to kill themselves. Rather than actively working to remedy this situation, many teachers and administrators turn a blind eye to the hatred and claim that this group’s “situation” is not the concern of the school, but should instead be left to churches and parents. Although a number of groups, including the Gay, Lesbian, Straight Education Network (GLSEN) and National Council of Teachers of English (NCTE) have created policies and suggestions for procedures to effect positive change, the teachers and administrators charged with implementation of new policies and practices typically feel incapable of and unprepared to combat these issues in the school environment. The growing trend of homosexual students feeling less safe and accepted at school than their peers is detrimental to their personal and academic development and indicates a dire need for changes in teacher preparation programs, specific and supportive school policies, and legislation that mandates the inclusion of LGBT issues across the curriculum.

According to GLSEN, a “school’s central promise” is that it will provide “the opportunity to learn and achieve” (2007). As students learn and grow in the school environment, teachers and administrators have the primary responsibility of ensuring students have the opportunity to learn the state-mandated standards, which in Arizona will soon be the Common Core Standards as assessed by the “Partnership for Assessment of Readiness for College and Careers” (PARCC) assessment. These standards drive the curriculum in any classroom and often make many educators feel powerless without the time or resources to address the social needs of each of their students. Although it is necessary that the focus of any secondary education be on preparing students for readiness in college and their future careers, “[s]tudies have repeatedly found that health programs [that also address sexuality education] had a positive effect on overall academic outcomes, including reading and math scores” (National Sexuality Education Standards, 2011). Thus, as educators our focus cannot only be on curriculum, but must also be on the support and development of our students, not only to support their academic success, but also so they can form positive identities under our care. 

The problem, however, is that teacher education programs are not sufficiently preparing teachers and administrators to deal with the growing cultural diversity, especially sexual diversity, in their classrooms. Robinson and Ferfolja found, “some pre-service teachers view themselves primarily as teachers of disciplines, rather than teachers of people” (2001). This focus is most likely due to the “new teacher” mentality focused on surviving the first couple years of teaching so that they hardly have time to focus on anything but classroom management and lesson planning. This focus on the “mechanics” of teaching, rather than on the people being taught, may seem comforting for some pre-service teachers (because they can control the content of a test, but not the social backgrounds of their students), but ensures that they will not be fully equipped to handle the real-life pressures presented when entering their full-time profession. 

This focus on and concern for classroom management is fostered by teacher preparation programs, which typically include an abundance of courses targeting “Classroom Management” and “Methods of Teaching,” but rarely address LGBT issues. Take for example two of Arizona’s public universities, Arizona State University (ASU) and Northern Arizona University (NAU), both of which offer Bachelor’s degrees in Secondary Education with a focus on English. Each university has posted its degree requirements online, which provide an outline of the requirements necessary to receive a degree that fulfills one of the most significant requirements of becoming an Arizona teacher.

At ASU, pre-service teachers enrolled in the “Secondary Education (English), BAE” program spend 4 semesters fulfilling pre-requisite courses and then spend their final four semesters enrolled in the “Field Experience” portion of the degree. In the first four semesters (before students are ‘actively’ pursuing an Education degree), students need to take courses entitled “Orientation to Education of Exceptional Children” and “Foundations of Structured English Immersion” in addition to a number of required and elective English (ENG) courses. In the fourth term, specifically, students are encouraged to take an English focused on cultural diversity, but the options focus on “American Ethnic Literature,” “African American Literature,” “Indigenous American Literature,” “Mexican and Chicano/a Literature,” or “Women and Literature”. Not only are students only required to take one of the aforementioned courses, but also none of the options focuses on diversity un-related to race or gender.

Once an ASU pre-service teacher is in their final four terms pursuing a degree in Secondary Education with a focus on English, he or she also begins the “Field Experience” or “Practicum” portion of the degree while still taking university courses. Among the non-English focused courses in the “Practicum” portion of the degree are such courses entitled “Childhood and Adolescence,” “Middle-School Curriculum and Organization,” “Instruction and Management in the Inclusive Classroom,” “Creating Healthy and Active Schools,” “SEI for Secondary Students,” and “Classroom Leadership in Secondary Schools.” While certain professors may choose texts or lecture topics that emphasize LGBT issues in secondary classrooms, it seems apparent from the advertised and interactive Major Map that developing educators well versed in social justice issues is not a priority for the Mary Lou Fulton College of Education 

At Northern Arizona University, the “Progression Plan” for a student enrolled in the College of Arts and Letters “Secondary Education – English, BSE” is very similar to that at ASU. Pre-service teachers are required to take a number of ENG courses, none of which specifically target social justice issues in education. Similar to ASU, students have an option in their third year of courses to take an English course that focused on “cultural diversity,” but none of the options (“U.S. Multi-Ethnic Lit Survey,” “Intro to African American Lit,” Topics in U.S. Multi-Ethnic Lit,” or “Semester in US Multi-Ethnic Literature”) mentions social justice issues in its course description. While the freedom to choose elective and specific English courses may provide some students with the opportunity to study social justice issues, the narrow focus on diversity from both of these major universities means that graduates from these programs are only prepared to address a handful of diversity issues that may arise in a secondary classroom. As many graduates from these universities seek employment in Arizona schools, this should be of particular concern to all students, parents, and educators looking to teach or learn in Arizona.

It follows that the obvious solution must be to implement courses directly addressing sexuality in pre-service teaching programs; however, these courses are often met with resistance when implemented in a university setting. First, there is the argument that sexuality should only be discussed in moral and religious Discourses and that it should not play a role in the secondary education curriculum. Many pre-service teachers view sexuality as a “private issue” to be discussed at home or, if it is to be taught at school, it should be the responsibility of the health and physical education classes. Furthermore, as LGBT students typically form the minority of a student population, this group’s issues are often viewed as “minority issues,” which makes them less of a priority than the “majority issues,” such as classroom management. Many pre-service teachers consider social justice issues to be “irrelevant” because they are either not prepared or not educated enough to realize that socio-cultural contexts and the everyday politics of education are just as relevant (if not more important than) “classroom management” policies (Robinson & Ferfolja, 2001). Through focusing on the active support and inclusion of LGBT issues in the classroom, new teachers may actually be able to alleviate some of their classroom management concerns by fostering an environment where all students feel safe and supported.
This lack of emphasis on the role of sexuality in the classroom is reinforced by legislation, or lack thereof, that “supports and discriminates against the sexualized other” (Robinson & Ferfolja, 2001). Because the law is unwilling to take a stand in supporting support for all sexual identities in classrooms, teachers, especially those in their first few years in the classroom, do not feel comfortable addressing or speaking out to support those not in the majority. What educators at all levels must realize is that leaving considerations for sexual identity out of the classroom is equivalent to “institutionalized homophobia” (Malinowitz, 1995 as cited in Robinson & Ferfolja, 2001). Not all teachers need to teach sexuality, but all educators need to be equipped to address homophobic bullying if they desire to create safe spaces to teach and to learn.

While it would be ideal that every pre-service teaching program includes a number of courses focused on our truly diverse culture, there are a number of ways that schools can combat the growing trend in homophobic bullying without sending all teachers and administrators back to school. The first, and most necessary, step is to acknowledge that something must be done to protect our students and educate them as people, not just as test-takers. In her article, “Getting Queer,” Reta Whitlock, an Associate Professor at Kennesaw State University, argues that ignorance is not simply a lack of education, but rather a resistance to the available knowledge. Her argument is supported by Suzanne Luhman’s assertion that ignorance is “an opposition to knowing. Instead of a lack of information, ignorance is a form of psychic resistance, a desire not to know” (as quoted in Whitlock, 2010). If teachers and administrators can work together to overcome this societal ignorance and choose to address rather than ignore those aspects of our students that make us uncomfortable, schools will be on the right track to overcoming the bullying and hatred that exist in our hallways.
Once the decision has been made to address social justice issues and combat homophobic bullying in our schools, it is necessary that teachers and administrators be moved to act. In 2008, the Safe Schools Action Team found “the actions of teachers and administrators determine the success of anti-bullying initiatives” (as quoted in Kitchen & Bellini, 2012). Although it can be difficult to overcome the “thoughts, feelings, values, and cultural experiences” that serve as the engine driving our students’ language, GLSEN proposes that high-schools nationwide implement Gay-Straight Alliances (GSAs) (Hart). Although only 36.3% of schools reported having a GSA, these student alliance groups “promote respect for all members of the school community and provide critical support to LGBT students and their allies” (2007). The 2007 National School Climate Survey claimed that schools with a GSA reported fewer homophobic remarks, less sexuality-based harassment and assault, a greater feeling of safety resulting in less missed school days due to safety concerns, and a greater sense of belonging in the school community. These factors help promote positive self-esteem and identity formation, which will help students be more successful overall.

Not only does the implementation of a GSA give students a safe-haven to help foster their identity formation, but it also helps students identify supportive educators. The 2007 National School Climate Survey found that students who could identify six or more supportive educators “were less likely to miss at least one day of school…because of safety reasons, had higher grade point averages and educational aspirations, and felt a greater sense of belonging” than their peers who could not identify six or more supportive educators. To promote the school and its educators as supportive to the struggles of LGBT students, legislation must be enacted to implement and enforce safe school policies, the most effective of which (according to GLSEN) are “comprehensive policies that explicitly provide protection by enumerating personal characteristics, including sexual orientation and gender/identity expression.” Students from schools with clear, well-enforced policies heard fewer homophobic insults, experienced less sexuality-based victimization, reported more intervention from school staff, and were more likely to report incidents of harassment. Students from schools with a generic policy experienced results similar to those with no policies. A disheartening 43.8% of students reportedly attend schools without any safe school policy, which is particularly concerning considering that states with comprehensive “safe schools” legislation experience similar success rates over states that do not enforce “safe schools” legislation. Well-developed policies that encourage or require the implementation of GSAs can help empower educators who want to help but who may not feel supported in doing so.

The need for supportive educators is clearly illustrated in Tommi Avicolli’s play, “He Defies You Still: The Memoirs of a Sissy.” As he recounts a number of painful situations in which he was called a “faggot” and a “sissy” while at school, he makes it very clear that he either did not report it to any teachers or administrators or, even worse, sat and hurt as he described teachers as, “pillars of indifference…[who]…never noticed anything.” The lack of supportive intervention by and trust of educators resulted in feelings of isolation and despair, which aligns with Bosmajian’s assertion, “[t]o receive a name is to be elevated to the status of a human being,” and Joyce Hertzler’s claim, “an individual has no definition, no validity for himself without a name” (as quoted in Bosmajian). Being named and considered as a lesser-than individual has negative consequences on an individual’s health and identity formation as we see in William F. Eadie’s “In Plain Sight” article, which illustrates the benefits to both health and happiness for those individuals who are open about their same-sex attraction. Eadie describes the process of “coming out of the closet” as an event and outlines the advice given on the web site of the Parents and Friends of Lesbians and Gays (PFLAG) and Human Rights Campaign (HRC) about ways educators can support young students who may come out to them. Educators need to be willing to intervene when they witness bullying and need to make themselves available as active supporters of equality for all students.

Lastly, and most importantly, schools and state education systems can support LGBT students and create safe environments for learning by implementing an inclusive curriculum that positively represents LGBT history, people, and events. Inclusion of this material across the curriculum will enhance the school experience for LGBT students and will improve the school climate as a whole. Unfortunately, only 10.5% of students reported curricular exposure to positive representations of LGBT people, history, or events and only 14.5% reported that LGBT related topics were included in textbooks and assigned readings. To combat this at the school level, teachers can supplement textbook materials with narratives and news articles related to LGBT issues (GLSEN, 2007). At the state level, more governors and school boards should follow the example of California’s governor, Jerry Brown, who, in 2011, “signed a bill making California the first state in the nation to add lessons about gays and lesbians to social studies classes in public schools” (Lin, 2011). Not only will statewide legislation help change the school climate, but it will also influence educators and administrators to feel capable of and empowered to support the positive growth of all students regardless of sexual orientation.

The biggest problem we face as an American school system is silence. Because we as educators remain silent about social justice issues, we disenfranchise future educators and force them to focus on mechanics and topic education rather than the education of our current children and future leaders. To create safe spaces for all to teach and to learn, we must overcome our aversion to taboo topics like sexual identity and incorporate true cultural diversity education in our pre-service teaching programs. In this way, we can empower teachers and administrators to enact positive changes in school environments that will support the growth of our students both personally and academically. By making the choice to end our ignorance and speak out against harassment, we can empower our students and end the cycle of silence that oppresses those of the LGBT population on a daily basis.
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