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ABSTRACT 

Before the last ten years, research on gay and lesbian adolescents has been 

scarce and has focused on the 'coming out' process, mental health issues, and 

stereotypes and discrimination the population encounters. More recently, research has 

begun to examine school experiences of gay and lesbian youth. Gay and lesbian 

adolescents face the same developmental challenges as their straight peers do with the 

added burden of dealing with negative social and psychological school climate 

experiences that significantly impact their ability to learn. The Human Rights Watch 

(HRW) (2001), note that gay youth spend a high level of energy planning how to get to 

and from school safely, avoiding hallways to avoid homophobic slurs, and escape being 

beaten up in gym class. Succinctly, gay and lesbian youth learn to become invisible to 

avoid verbal and physical attacks. 



The purpose of this paper is to review current literature and research on school 

climate experiences of gay and lesbian youth as related to peer i~ifluences including 

gender role conformity, homophobic language, physical harassment, and staff attitudes. 

An analysis of the literature, lirr~itations of current research, implications for future 

research, implications for practice, and a summary are also included. A follow-up study 

based on the literature review will be conducted in spring 2006. 
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Chapter I: Introduction 

Until recently, homosexuality has been viewed as an adult issue and little was 

known about the experiences of gay and lesbians, including the number of gay students 

within a school setting (McFarland & Dupuis, 2001). A study by Ginsberg (1998) 

concluded that one in twenty students in a public school is likely to be gay or lesbian, or 

approximately one student in every classroom in the United States. Therefore, in a high 

school with 1,000 students, it is estimated that approximately 50 students identify as 

gay or lesbian. Research has shown that this population is often identified as a minority 

in the school setting. Due to their minority status, and the heterosexism and 

homophobia prevalent in society, gay and lesbian youth face stigmatization and 

numerous stressors in the school environment. 

Stressors include social stigmatization, isolation, threats of physical violence, 

verbal harassment from peers and teachers, and actual acts of physical violence. 

School climates are neither safe nor positive for gay and lesbian youth; therefore, a 

decrease in school involvement may occur, declines in academic performance are 

documented, school dropouts increase, and overall school failure occurs (Jordan, 

Vaughan, & Woodworth, 1997). Gay and lesbian adolescents who do not seek help to 

address their concerns may continue to direct their fear and hostility inwards, which can 

continue to lead to self-defeating behaviors (Omizo, Omizo, & Okamoto, 1998). 

Homophobic language is a significant contributor to the social and psychological 

stressors in the lives of gay and lesbian high school students (Thurlow, 2001). The 

continued use of homophobic, belittling terms jeopardizes the mental health of young 

gay and lesbian individuals. As a result of continual verbal assaults, these students 



grow to believe that their sexual orientation is wrong and shameful (Thurlow, 2001 ; 

Peters, 2003; Frankfurt, 1999; Ngo, 2003, HRW, 2001). 

Jordan, Vaughan, & Woodworth (1997) argued that gay and lesbian students 

surveyed indicated a desire for adults to show greater acceptance and tolerance of their 

needs; they want schools to be safer places for learning, without the fear of becoming a 

victim to homophobic acts. The researchers claimed that, when gay and lesbian youth 

witness derogatory language use by peers and teachers, paired with a lack of discipline 

towards the offending student for using homophobic language, an increase in negative 

feelings occurs. Negative feelings are associated with higher incidences of running 

away, higher risk of suicidal ideation, deterioration in academic performance, and 

SI-~icide attempts for gay and lesbian youth (Jordan, Vaughan, & Woodworth, 1997). 

When school systems fail to protect gay and lesbian students from homophobia 

and harassment, the victimized youth may feel they are faced with a traumatic dilemma. 

HRW (2001) argued that the youth must decide between struggling in isolation to 

survive the harassment as they try to gain an education or escaping the negative 

environment by dropping out of school. Moreover, the burden and problems gay and 

lesbian youth experience at school may also be exacerbated if they experience rejection 

from their families and communities (HRW, 2001). Many choose the easier of the two 

struggles and drop out of school. 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this paper is to review current literature and research on school 

climate experiences of gay and lesbian youth as related to peer in,l'luences and gender 

roles, homophobic language, physical harassment, and staff attitudes. The paper 



investigates current research on homophobic language, including the words and 

phrases used to offend gay and lesbian youth in the school setting. It also identifies staff 

and administrative roles and influences when intervening to decrease homophobia in 

the school setting. Various effects of physical harassment are also recognized. An 

analysis of the literature, limitations of current research, irr~plications for future research, 

implications for practice, and a summary are also included. A follow up study based on 

the literature review will be conducted in spring 2006. 

Definition of Terms 

The following terms are defined because they appear frequently in literature and 

research on homophobic language. 

Gender Expression- All of the external characteristics and behaviors that are 

socially defined as masculine or feminine, including dress, mannerisms, speech 

patterns, and social interaction (HRW, 2001). 

GLBTQ- A common abbreviation used to denote sexual minority individuals who 

self-identify as gay, lesbian, bisexual, transgender, or questioning their sexual 

orientation (HRW, 2001 ). 

Heterosexism- The belief that the only natural and acceptable orientation is 

heterosexuality (Ngo, 2003). 

Homophobia- An irrational and distorted view of homosexuality and homosexual 

individuals (Owens, 1998). 

Sexual Orientation- One's attraction to the same sex, the opposite sex, or both 

sexes (HRW, 2001 ). 



Chapter II: Literature Review 

This literature review analyzes school climate experiences for gay and lesbian 

youth. Research and literature from peer reviewed journals and books found gender 

roles and peer influences, homophobic language, physical harassment, and staff 

attitudes are all part of gay students' school climate. A majority of the research 

mentioned focuses on 1 oth-1 2th grade students, or students who are 15-1 8 years old. 

School Climate Experiences 

Jordan, Vaughan, and Woodworth (1997) completed a comprehensive study of 

school climate experiences of gay, lesbian, and bisexual students. The researchers 

surveyed 34 gay, lesbian, and bisexual high school students (14 females and 20 males) 

ranging from 15-1 9 years old from a metropolitan area in Chicago. The questionnaire 

used previously developed scales and original questions to gather student descriptions 

about positive experiences, coping skills, and negative experiences ,that occurred in the 

school setting. Emotional experiences were assessed using a five point likert scale. 

The descriptive and exploratory analyses tested four main hypotheses. First, the 

researchers hypothesized that disclosing sexual orientation would be negatively related 

to anxiety and positively related to self-esteem. Second, negative feelings would be 

negatively correlated with self-esteem and positive affectivity. Next, negative feelings 

would be positively correlated with anxiety and frequency of teacher and peer use of 

homophobic terms. Lastly, negative feelings would be positively correlated with negative 

behaviors such as substance abuse, suicide attempts, and dropping out of school. 

Results indicated that 70.5% of participants reported feeling positive about their 

sexual orientation and 85% reported a positive coming out experience. 41% of students 



reported that information related to their sexual orientation was available from staff and 

73.5% said at least one person in the school was supportive of their sexual orientation 

(Jordan, Vaughan, & Woodworth, 1997). Negative experiences and behaviors were also 

reported by the youth. On average, participants reported hearing words like 'faggot' or 

'dyke' at least once a day from their fellow students. The results showed that 

participants felt threatened or afraid, separated, alienated, alone, and rejected on a 

likert range of 2.5-3, meaning 'sometimes'. A total of 50% of participants reported 

experiences of harassment, with 47% of those resulting in a physical fight. 

Jordan, Vaughan, & Woodworth (1997) found some results were contrary to their 

hypotheses. Disclosure of sexual orientation was negatively related to self-esteem, but 

was not related to anxiety; there was no relationship found between disclosure of sexual 

orientation and how the students felt about being lesbian, gay, or bisexual. Negative 

feelings were not related to self-esteem or anxiety, but rather were correlated with peer 

and teacher use of derogatory terms. Lastly, the participants reported higher levels of 

negative feelings related to the lack of discipline from teachers when other students 

used the terms. 

Gender Roles and Peer Influence 

For gay and lesbian youth, the influences of their peers are often a predictor in 

their social and psychological school climate (Woody, 2003; Horn & Nucci, 2003; Ngo, 

2003; HRW, 2001). The following studies reported on how gay and lesbian youth are 

affected by their peers' attitudes or beliefs about homosexuality, heterosexism, and 

gender expression. 

Woody (2003) conducted over 300 qualitative interviews with students, 



administrators, teachers, and parents to analyze heterosexism and homophobia among 

students enrolled in California's public Single Gender Academies. The study took place 

during a three-year span of six site visits at public single-sex middle and high schools. 

Teams of researchers visited each site to conduct interviews and make classroom 

observations for two to three days during the 1997-2000 academic years. All interviews 

were transcribed and audio taped. The sites included rural, white working class 

communities, a suburban middle class community, and several urban Latino and African 

American communities. 

Woody (2003) argued that these single-sex schools were based on heterosexist 

assumptions about masculine and feminine roles. The researcher therefore examined 

the intersection of gender and sexuality in the lives of students, regardless of their 

sexual orientation. Woody discovered that homophobia was understood not only as a 

disapproval of homosexuality, but also as way to enforce normative masculinity and 

femininity. The students at the Single Gender Academies believed that any behaviors 

that deviated from the norm would mean they would be labeled as gay. Males faced 

homophobic teasing when they were seen as similar to girls, whereas girls attending the 

single-sex school faced homophobic teasing if they would not have sex with boys. 

The Single Gender Academies were created under the assumption that the 

single-sex environment would reduce common, adolescent distractions between males 

and females. Woody (2003) stated, "The establishment of these academies was 

grounded in the assumption that the primary sexual relationship among students would 

be of a heterosexual nature, and that students were distracted almost exclusively by 

members of the opposite sex" (p. 151). The interviews found that regardless of how the 



classroom was organized, same-sex peers distracted each other anyway. Therefore, 

distraction was not simply a cross-gender issue; girls were distracted by girls and boys 

were distracted by boys (Woody, 2003). 

Students had the choice of whether or not to attend a single-sex school, and 

Woody (2003) found that, "Admitting a preference for all-boys' or all-girls' classes 

carried with it an assumption of homosexuality" (p.152). The students reported 

persistent harassment for their choice of school enrollment based on the assumption 

that any student who chose to attend a single-sex school was gay or at risk for 

becoming gay. Therefore, the assumed correlation between homosexuality and single- 

sex schools deterred many students from choosing to attend the single gender 

academies (Woody, 2003). The research that follows uncovered relationships between 

adolescents' narrowly defined gender roles and perceptions of homosexuality. 

Ngo (2003) conducted an ethnographic study on how the school addressed gay 

and lesbian issues and how these issues affect the curriculum and culture of the school. 

The study was a year long study of Lao American students in a large, 1.1rban high school 

in the Midwestern United States. Enrollment at Dynamic High School during ,the study 

was approximately 1, 482 students. Ngo completed the study by being a participant 

observer and also conducting open-ended, semi-structured interviews with 41 Lao 

American students. The research took place from September 2001 until June 2002; Ngo 

would spend four to five days a week in the school observing various interactions 

among the students. Following the observations, 41 interviews and follow-up interviews 

were conducted with students and school staff. The interviews generally lasted two to 

four hours. 



Student homophobia included a mixture of herteronormativity and heterosexism 

(Ngo, 2003). The students placed a strong emphasis on heterosexuality and reinforced 

that with social practices that required students to conform to gender role stereotypes. 

Therefore, students were hassled because they "looked gay," said the wrong things, or 

wore the wrong clothes. Anyone who strayed from the 'normal' gender expectation was 

perceived or labeled as gay. 

In an investigation of adolescents' views of their gay and lesbian peers, Horn & 

Nucci (2003) completed a survey about student perceptions in the Midwest. Tlie 

researchers used a two-part questionnaire to study 264 tenth and twelfth grade 

students. The survey assessed participants' beliefs about homosexuality, experiences 

of having gay and lesbian peers, and judgments regarding the treatment of others 

based on their sexual orientation and ability to conform to gender nornis (Horn & Nucci, 

2003). 

Horn & Nucci (2003) used analysis of variance (ANOVA) tests to investigate 

correlations and relationships that existed within the results'. Twelfth grade students 

were more accepting than tenth graders and were more likely to evaluate harassment 

and gender non-conformity based on sexuality as wrong. The results suggested that 

adolescents were comfortable with and accepting of gay and lesbian peers in contexts 

that required little or no interaction, such as in the classroom. 

The researchers found that attitudes about homosexuality were directly related to 

age and context, whereas beliefs about homosexuality were not. Horn & Nucci (2003) 

suggested that this may mean that adolescents' attitudes are much more malleable than 

their beliefs. Because of this, the researchers argued that efforts to reduce prejudice in 



schools should focus on anti-gay attitudes, rather than targeting or trying to change 

adolescents' fl~ndamental beliefs about homosexuality. In an earlier study, HRW (2001) 

also found a connection between adolescent views about gender expression and 

homophobia. 

From October 1999 to October 2000, the Human Rights Watch interviewed 140 

LGBT youth ranging in ages from 12-21 who lived in California, Georgia, Kansas, 

Massachusetts, New York, Texas, and Utah. The group also spoke with 130 adults who 

were youth service providers, teachers, administrators, counselors, and parents. 

Participants were questioned about verbal harassment, sexual harassment, effects of a 

hostile climate, escalation, physical abuse, and where harassment often occurs. 

Human Rights Watch (2001) studied gender in relation to specific acts of 

homophobia. Participants reported that boys must be athletic, strong, sexist, and hide 

their emotions. Girls must be ,flirtatious with boys and accept an inferior status to them. 

Peers and some adults often punish any behaviors that are demonstrated outside of this 

norm. The study claimed that gay men get more physical threats whereas lesbians are 

more likely to get sexually harassed and threatened with sexual violence (HRW, 2001). 

The study also found a relationship between sexism and homophobia. Several of 

the male students in the study described the amount of peer pressure they received to 

treat girls in a demeaning way. (HRW, 2001). Therefore, a 'butch' lesbian is harassed 

for wanting to be like a man, and a feminine male is harassed for acting like a woman. 

HRW argued that lesbians are frequently threatened with being raped because that 

would be an act of sexual domination, whereas gay men are often physically attacked 

so that they must defend themselves like dominant males would. Many youth in the 



study believed that they were being harassed for their failure to dress, speak, and act in 

ways that conformed to societal norms of what is appropriate for men and women. 

Numerous researchers (Woody, 2003; Horn & Nucci, 2003; Ngo, 2003 & HRW, 

2001) have found that adolescents' rigid attitudes and beliefs about gender roles 

confirm their views a bout homosexuality. It was discovered that homophobia is not only 

a disapproval of homosexuality, but also is a way to enforce normative masculinity and 

femininity for adolescents' (Woody, 2003). Therefore, when any adolescent fails to 

conform to the stereotypical gender roles determined by this age group, they are often 

labeled or perceived as gay (Ngo, 2003). 

Homophobic Language 

Derogatory and homophobic slurs cause a decrease in the social and 

psychological climate of gay youth (Thurlow, 2001). Gay youth hear particular 

homophobic phrases used repeatedly and do not hear school staff intervening. Thurlow, 

(2001), Ngo, (2003), Peters, (2003), &Woody, (2003) researched what phrases are 

being used and what meanings those have for gay youth. 

Words Used 

"That's so gay" is a frequently used phrase by youth in today's schools. 

Oftentimes, youth are not trying to harass their peers with this statement, but rather use 

it to denote difference or describe something stupid or undesirable (Thurlow, 2001 ; Ngo, 

2003; Woody, 2003). 

Thurlow (2001) surveyed 377 14 and 15 year olds from five different high 

schools. Subjects were collected through a random convenience sample in two major 

English or Welsh cities. The participants were 51 % male and 49% female, with a third of 



them identifying themselves as coming from ethnic minority backgrounds. The teens 

were asked, 'What words do people at school use for slagging someone off? Write 

down as many words as you can." The participants listed the belittling words they heard 

at school and those that the students felt were the most inappropriate or a taboo in 

society. Thurlow argued that regardless of the intention, the degrading meanings of 

these terms highly contaminates the social- psychological climate that GLBTQ teens 

must live in. 

Homophobic words accounted for 10% (590 words) of the 6000 terms identified 

(Thurlow, 2001). This list was smaller than the sexist items (28%), but much larger than 

the racist terms (7%). Out of the 590 homophobic terms identified, the participants rated 

only 28% of them in the "worst" category. A higher number of homophobic words were 

reported by the female participants, while the male participants identified more of the 

terms in the 'worst' category. Thurlow's study has shown that homophobic terms are in 

teens' vocabulary and the words are used to belittle someone else. 

Thurlow (2001) identified one of the most derogatory common words to be 'gay.' 

He described the word "gay" as the "playground weapon of preference," but also finds it 

ironic that young homosexual people use the same word to describe themselves. 

Thurlow argued that, because students belittle each other using a word that also serves 

as an identity descriptor, the result for the victimized teen is often a lower self-esteem. 

The attitudes 'that the teens reported in regards to homophobic words do not 

mean that this is necessarily presumptuous of how the teens actually feel towards the 

gay and lesbian population (Thurlow, 2001). Rather, some teens simply use terms like 

'gay' to describe something that is undesirable or stupid. Thurlow argued that the use of 



the term in that context does not necessarily mean that the teen has negative or 

offensive feelings towards their gay and lesbian peers, but rather, teens may be 

unaware of the damage that their words cause when they are used carelessly. 

Ngo's (2003) research also found homophobia and heteronormativity specific to 

language use. The phrase "that's so gay" referred to anything the students found to be 

stupid. The observer also heard phrases such as "That's gay," "You're gay" and "Fqg." 

Students reported using these terms to describe something stupid or boring. 

In connection with Ngo's results of homophobic language, a network of students, 

school counselors, school social workers, teachers, and administrators came together 

using action research to address the problem of homophobia and language in Nassau 

County, on the eastern side of New York (Peters, 2003). The group used three 

measures to determine hon~ophobia in the school setting; student and teacher 

questionnaires, peer-to-peer interviews, and visual artifacts from schools. Overall, 

Nassau County encompasses 56 school districts, three large towns, and two small 

cities. 

Six school districts agreed to participate in the research, while the remaining 50 

districts refused to participate, which was a huge limitation to this research. Some 

districts reported they did not have any gay students in their schools, some were 

concerned that parents would be outraged if the schools participated, and some districts 

reported concerns that gay students would influence the other students (Peters, 2003). 

School climate surveys were returned by 1, 166 students and 12 participated in 

comprehensive peer interviews with students trained in interviewing. The high school 

students surveyed were equally divided amongst males and females, and most were in 



10th and 12 '~  grade. Visual artifacts from the schools were also included in the 

research. These included defaced Gay Straight Alliance (GSA) posters, artwork of 

graffiti lockers, and an audiotape of anti-gay lyrics from popular music. 

Results indicated that 94% of participants had heard 'that's so gay' as a putdown 

and 65% had heard 'faggot' and 'dyke' used. Participants stated that these putdowns 

are heard in all parts of the school. Fifty-six percent of students also heard anti-gay 

expressions used by their family members. Forty-four percent of participants stated that 

no one intervenes when these comments are made. Students were identified as the 

most frequent group making the comments, whilel8% of participants reported hearing 

comments from coaches, 15% heard comments from teachers, and 14% heard 

comments from security guards (Peters, 2003). 

Woody (2003) also argued that in most cases, the term 'gay' was used to denote 

difference. The difference was directed at peers who acted outside the norms of gender, 

or to individuals who had 'weird' behaviors, regardless of their gender or sexuality. A 

declaration of homosexuality allowed the single-sex school students to make sense of 

peers who did not fit the norms of gender. A participant of the research explained, 

"Calling him gay might not necessarily be an effort to make fun of him so much as 

simply to offer an explanation for non-normative behavior" (p. 155). 

Homophobic language has been identified as having a negative impact on the 

social and psychological climate of gay and lesbian youth. That's so gay" is a frequently 

used phrase by youth in today's schools. The phrase is often used to denote difference, 

describe something stupid, or to explain behavior that deviates from stereotypical 

gender roles (Thurlow, 2001 ; Ngo, 2003; Woody; 2003). 



Staff and Administration Role 

Much of the research on homophobic language in high schools has investigated 

the role staff and admir~istrators have in response to language overheard between 

students. Some studies (Frankfurt, 1999; Carter, 1997; HRW, 2001; Horn & Nucci, 

2003) found students reported staff and administration condoning homophobic 

language due to their lack of intervention when the words are heard by students. The 

research shows that when staff and administration fail to intervene with homophobic 

language, a message is sent to the students that the language is okay and accepted. 

Frankfurt (1 999) argued that when staff and administrators hear homophobic 

language in ,the hallways and do nothing about it, they send a message to students that 

phrases like "That is so gay" and "You're dead, fag" are acceptable. Schools with a 

large student body are challenged by the high staff to student ratio. This can lead to 

increased ho~iiophobic remarks and teasing because fewer staff are available to 

monitor and supervise student behavior. Therefore, Frankfurt recommended that staff 

stop name-calling immediately when it is heard to increase the chance that it does not 

lead to any type of physical violence in the future. 

Carter (1997) found that students from Des Moines, Iowa heard anti-gay 

comments an average of 25 times a day or every 14 minutes in school, and in 97% of 

those cases, students reported that teachers did nothing. Students who joke around 

using homophobic phrases often may have the assumption no one around them is gay, 

and therefore, phrases are okay and acceptable. One student stated, "I was here for 

four years and I never once felt valued. People would call me 'fag' and adults would 

never say anything" (p. 25). 



HRW (2001) also identified the need for staff and administration to get involved 

with homophobic language. The researchers stated, 'Whether the message is explicit or 

implied, lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender students are being taught that verbal 

harassment is an inevitable consequence of being gay and that they have no right to 

expect adults to confront their harassers or condemn the harassment" (p.38). When 

verbal harassment goes unnoticed by school staff and faculty, it may escalate into more 

serious acts of violence, such as physical abuse, or sexual harassment. Many of the 

participants agreed that the verbal abuse starts by middle school, and that more serious 

forms of abuse begin in high school (HRW, 2001 ). 

Horn & IVucci (2003) also reviewed the consequences of staff not intervening in 

homophobic language and harassment in the school setting. The researchers argued 

that failure to intervene when homophobic language is used legitirr~izes a norm that it is 

appropriate for gay and lesbian students to be victims of harassment. The acceptance 

of homophobic language can then lead to the legitimization of more severe forms of 

prejudice in the future. 

Physical Harassment 

O'Conor (1 994) reported that the U.S. Department of Justice states that gay and 

lesbian youth are the most frequent victims of hate crimes; the school setting is the 

primary place for this type of violence. Harassment and abuse directed towards gay 

students exists within the broader issue of sexual and gender violence in society. The 

effects of physical harassment for gay and lesbian youth are often severe and 

damaging to the youths' self esteem (HRW, 2001; McFarland & Dupuis, 2001; Peters, 

2003; Fontaine, 1998). 



While analyzing violent acts within a school, it is important to understand the 

connection between homophobia, heterosexism, and violence. Heterosexism plays a 

role in homophobic acts. Oftentimes, young people are taught that heterosexuals are 

superior to anyone else. Therefore they learn to hate homosexuals and then niay 

violently act out these feelings (McFarland & Dupuis, 2001). Violent behavior from the 

student perpetrator often results in that individual being lost to the criminal justice 

system. Therefore, both the victim and perpetrator suffer severe consequences for 

violence that results from homophobia. 

HRW (2001) investigated the presence of physical harassment in the schools of 

the participants in their study. While the attacks were limited in number, they had 

considerable psychological impact on the victims because they usually came after 

persistent verbal abuse that went unchallenged by adults in the school. In one particular 

student's case, the abuse was frequent and severe. HRW (2001 ) quoted a freshman 

student in a senior drafting class in Texas; 

It was small pranks at first, like thumbtacks on my chair. Or people would steal 

my equipment. Then things elevated. I'd hear 'faggot' and people would throw 

things at me. They'd yell at me a lot. One time when the teacher was out of the 

room, they got into a group and started strangling me with a drafting line. That's 

about the same consistency as a fishing line. It was so bad that I started to get 

blood red around my neck and it cut me. (p. 42) 

Later in the school year, his classmates also cut him with knives and on one occasion, 

dragged him down a flight of stairs by his feet (HRW, 2001). 



HRW (2001) argued that the failure of staff to address homophobic harassment 

affects the education of all students, not just the students who are being harassed. The 

participants noted that sometimes harassment is not verbal, but includes looks, 

whispering, rumors, and gossip. One participant claimed, "It's not just name callirlg. I 

don't know how schools can isolate it like that. When are they going to see it as a 

problem? When we're bloody on the ground in front of them" (p.35)? Students who are 

targets of physical harassment receive the message that they are not worthy of 

protection, while the students perpetrating the harassment come to understand that they 

are free to harass their gay peers. 

Participants reported that physical harassment occurred out of the direct view of 

school staff (HRW, 2001). Consequently, students avoid spending time in hallways, 

bathrooms, stairs, locker rooms, or other 'teacher free' areas. Any areas such as the 

lunchroom, buses, or athletic fields where students are likely to be grouped in large 

numbers are also avoided. Some of the participants also reported feeling unsafe in their 

own homes due to violent phone calls and vandalism to their property. 

In a survey of school counselors' attitudes, Fontaine (1998) also identified verbal 

and physical abuse of gay and lesbian students as an issue. The researcher distributed 

350 surveys at the Annual Conference of the Pennsylvania School Counselors' 

Association (PSCA) in 1995. Fontaine (1998) used the School Counselor Survey of 

Sexual Minority Youth Issues (SCSSMY) to gather the results. A total of 101 surveys 

(29%) were returned from counselors representing all grade levels. The average 

participant was a 42-year-old, white female from a junior or senior high school setting 



with 11 years of work experience. A majority of the respondents worked in small to 

moderately sized (501 -1,000 students) rural or suburban schools. 

Contrary to HRW's (2001) finding of harassment occurring outside the view of 

staff, Fontaine (1998) reported that 33% of counselors had observed over 43 separate 

incidents of student harassment that included name calling, teasing, pushing, hitting, 

shoving, and ridicule. Some counselors also reported that students had dropped out of 

their schools due to persistent physical harassment. 

Peters (2003) also assessed physical harassment in the survey in Nassau 

County schools. Nine percent of the students reported being physically harassed, while 

3% of the participants confessed that they also harass others. When students were 

asked about what they would do in a physical harassment situation, 48% would try to 

stop it, 36% would ignore it, and 17% would watch it or join in (Peters, 2003). 

A series of 10 questions were asked during the 12 interviews. When asked about 

a time when individuals felt unsafe at school, Peters (2003) quoted a 15 year-old, 

Like one day this kid, he was a gay kid and one day a bunch of jocks were all like 

'I want to beat his ass'. And he was walking, it was after football practice, we all 

were just hanging out and the kid was walking through the field going home. And 

they were like, 'Go get him', and we all ran over there and we were like, 'What's 

going on?' and everybody else was like: 'We're gonna beat the shit out of him' 

and they had chains and bats, and after they beat him up ... they tied him up to 

the football poles, he was all bloody. And he was there for a couple of hours and 

his Mom foulid out about it, but the kids afraid to tell who did it. He won't tell, so 

his Mother kind of forgot about it. (p. 334) 



Students who are physically harassed on a frequent basis do not want to report it to 

staff and administration or their parents, for fear of the violence becoming worse. 

Physical harassment of gay and lesbian youth occurs in the school setting often 

as an escalation of verbal harassment that went unchallenged by school staff. HRW 

(2001) found that harassment often occurs outside of the view of staff members, while 

Fontaine (1 998) found that school counselors observed incidents of harassment. The 

victims of physical harassment receive the message that they are not protected and 

tlieir school is an unsafe environment to learn in. Succinctly, due to a lack of staff 

intervention, the perpetrators of the violence learn that it is acceptable to harass their 

gay peers (HRW, 2001). The effects of physical harassment for gay and lesbian youth 

are often severe and damaging to the youths' self esteem (HRW, 2001; McFarland & 

Dupuis, 2001 ; Peters, 2003; Fontaine, 1998). 

Staff Attitudes 

While a majority of research surveyed students' perceptions of their gay and 

lesbian peers, one study included staff attitudes towards gay and lesbian youth. The 

level of staff influence in the school system is also a major predictor of the social and 

psychological school climate gay youth will experience (Fontaine, 1998). Whether or not 

there is any homosexual staff in the school system, what visible resources the staff 

portray (signs, stickers, posters), and overall staff attitudes towards gay youth are 

influential (Fontaine, 1998; Ngo, 2003). 

Fontaine's (1 998) research included school counselors' assessments of the 

attitudes of parents, students, teachers, and administrators about having homosexual 

students in their schools. The researcher found that students often perceive teacher 



attitudes through both verbal and nonverbal behaviors. These attitudes can provide 

validation as self-acceptance or self-rejection for a gay student. 

The results of Fontaine's (1 998) research reflected more intolerant attitudes than 

supportive ones. On a scale of one being intolerant and five being supportive, 

administrators were the most tolerant with a mean score of 2.7. Students were found to 

be the least tolerant of having homosexual students in their schools at 2.1. Perceived 

attitude changes over the last ten years were also assessed using a five point scale. 

Number one meant less tolerant, three equaled no change, five meant more tolerant. 

The mean for all groups (teachers, students, and administrators) was 3.2, suggesting 

that little to no change in attitudes had taken place over the last ten years. 

Active enforcement by the staff of school policies related to discriminatory 

behaviors is a common way to combat homophobic acts within schools (Fontaine, 

1998). Sixty-six percent of the surveyed counselors had a racial discrimination policy at 

their school, but only 44% of ,those policies contained protection for homosexual 

students. Fontaine (1 998) argued the lack of healthy role models and support systems 

within the school system gives gay and lesbian youth little basis for developing feelings 

of self-worth and positive goals for their future. 

Ngo (2003) reported that out of 99 staff members, 4 were 'out' and openly gay or 

lesbian to faculty and students, and 26 of them were identified as an 'ally' for all 

students. Many faculty members displayed posters, signs, stickers, and clothes that 

demonstrated an acceptance of and a supportive environment for GLBTQ youth. The 

faculty and staff made a vocal and symbolic effort to combat anti-gay remarks and 

harassment. Although the school and staff had completed many programs and 



interventions to increase GLBTQ awareness and support, Ngo's study revealed that 

student behavior, lang~~age and attitudes remained homophobic. He found that, while 

staff was educated about and supportive of GLBTQ students, the general student body 

remained intolerant of GLBTQ issues within the school. Ngo (2003) reported that many 

staff felt that socioeconomic status and racial and religious backgrounds were the 

underlying reasons for the students' homophobia. 

Peer infu'ences, rigid gender roles and expectations, homophobic language, 

physical harassment, and staff attitudes are all part of gay students' school climate. This 

review of literature demonstrated that gay and lesbian youth are socially and 

psychologically impacted by their peers' attitudes, adolescent gender roles, derogatory 

and homophobic slurs, lack of staff intervention in the school setting, physical attacks, 

and school staff attitudes. There are numerous ways schools can enhance .the school 

climate for gay and lesbian youth so that their energy can be spent learning, rather than 

using energy to remain invisible. 



Chapter Ill: Discussion 

This chapter discusses the results from the literature review. Results of 

qualitative and quantitative research, limitations of the current research, implications for 

future research, and implications for practice are discussed. The chapter concludes with 

a summary of the literature review. 

Analysis of Literature Review 

For youth who survive by carefully concealing their sexual orientation, they learn 

that they will be protected only if they deny who they are- a message that too often 

leads to self-hatred and a fractured sense of identity (HRW, 2001). Adolescence is an 

exciting, yet challenging time of life as individuals strive to find their true identity. It 

certainly is not looked at as an easy milestone for anyone to accomplish, much less for 

gay and lesbian youth who are dealing with the daily pressures and struggles of 

adolescence, while also being faced with the homophobic acts within the school setting. 

Horn & IVucci (2003) would suggest that due to adolescent's attitudes being more 

malleable than their beliefs, their attitudes may change later on in their lives. Ngo's 

(2003) results found that despite programs, students were still much more homophobic 

than the staff. This may suggest and support Horn & Nucci's (2003) finding, meaning 

that as adolescents mature and grow, their attitudes may change, even if their beliefs 

remain strong. Consequently, gay and lesbian youth still have to deal with the negative 

affects of their peers' attitudes during their school years. 

Bass and Kaufmann (1996) described the inner conflict gay and lesbian youth 

face: 



IVo one wants to be someone that other people hate. How much inner conflict 

you experience will depend on many things- the kind of family you have, your 

religious beliefs, and the nature of the community you live in. But although your 

circumstances may make it easier, it's never easy. Even with loving support, 

almost everyone goes through some inner conflict. (p. 21) 

The research presented here suggests there is strong evidence that gay and 

lesbian youth need help and support with tlie crises they face during adolescence. 

Gender roles and peer influences, homophobic language, physical harassment, and 

staff attitudes have frequent and damaging effects on the social and psychological 

school climate of gay youth. 

Limitations of Current Research 

The quality and amount of quantitative data related to gay and lesbian youth has 

increased during the last decade, however, the majority of studies have used small 

populations that cannot be generalized to the whole gay and lesbian youth population 

(Russell, Seif & Truong, 2001). Additionally, while authors of these research articles 

advocated for the needs of GLBTQ youth, most studies only included gay and lesbian 

participants. There is a need to survey bisexual, transgender, and questioning students 

if the literature is going to advocate for all groups. They are not a homogeneous group; 

they vary in many ways. The lack of research on bisexual, transgender, and questioning 

students contributes to the lack of understanding of their differences. 

Another limitation of the research reviewed here is the age of the participants. 

Most of the participants ranged from 15-1 8 years old and self-identified themselves as 

gay or lesbian. Therefore, parent permission must have been granted in order for these 



students to participant in the research. That suggests these students were 'out' to their 

parents and to themselves. Research suggests that 'out' gay and lesbian individuals 

therefore may have a different perspective of their school climate than individuals who 

identify to themselves as gay or lesbian, but are not 'out' publicly to friends or family 

members. While researchers did not discuss confidentiality and participation in detail in 

their articles, these students' participation suggests that, as "out" adolescents, their 

experiences may be quite different from those not yet public about their sexual 

orientation. Future researchers must be cautious about attributing the experiences of 

"out" teens to those who are not, or those who are bisexual, transgender, or 

questioning. 

The literature reviewed here indicates that to be gay means belonging to a class 

of people who are subject to homophobic language and harassment. Due to persistent 

harassment, gay and lesbian individuals often choose to remain isolated. However, 

some choose the alternative and identify themselves as gay to reach out for resources, 

support, and acceptance from fellow gay peers. (Savin-Williams, 2001). Many youth 

choose not to disclose their sexual orientation to avoid the negative consequences. The 

research fails to identify those students who may be gay or lesbian and are 

experiencing the same negative school climate, yet choose to remain invisible and 

silent. 

implications for Future Research 

It is obvious that researchers want to better the lives of gay and lesbian youth. 

They do this by highlighting the diffic~~lties and victimization these youth face. Their 

hope is that research will then bring a needed change for gay and lesbian youth. 



However, more research is needed on the strengths and resiliencies many gay and 

lesbian youth portray (Savin-Williams, 2001). This research would be beneficial for gay 

youth to learn new ways to cope with stressors in their lives. Strength and resiliency 

based research would also change the focus for counselors when they are workivg with 

sexual minority students; counselors could focus on the positive instead of having a 

problem based focus. 

More empirical research is also needed on the effects of having a safe adult ally 

in the school, such as a teacher or counselor. For gay and lesbian youth, it would be 

important to survey them to investigate whether or not they feel more safe in school 

knowing there is an adult ally they could reach out too when needed. This type of 

research is important because it would advocate for schools to create safe space 

programs and adult allies with the school system, giving gay and lesbian youth 

resources and support. 

While a majority of the research reviewed focused on student perceptions of their 

gay and lesbian peers, Fontaine's (1998) study was the only one that specifically 

addressed the perceptions and attitudes of school staff, particularly school counselors. 

More research is needed on staff perceptions and attitudes of gay and lesbian youth 

and how those attitudes affect the social and psychological school climate for sexual 

minority students. 

implications for Practice 

The research reviewed here suggests that, staff and adrr~ir~istrators need to take 

an active role to increase the social and psychological well being of gay and lesbian 

youth in the school setting. Such active roles do not necessarily need to focus on 



introducing and teaching students about homosexuality in general. Instead, teachers 

and administrators can show active support to sexual minority y o ~ ~ t h  by correcting 

misleading viewpoints about gay and lesbian individuals and providing more educational 

information to all students so they can increase their understanding and awareness of 

the issue. 

Woody (2003) suggested that, "With limited exposure to gay or lesbian 

individuals in their lives, and no discussion of issues of homosexuality in their 

classrooms, students lacked opportunities to challenge the stereotypes which informed 

their homophobia" (p. 157). In the school setting, the lack of discussion in the classroom 

and curriculum on issues of homosexuality, in particular intervening with homophobic 

language, is where the research supports the role of staff and administration. 

Fontaine (1998) argued that schools are a source of institutionalized homophobia 

if they choose not to include gay and lesbian issues in curriculum, have nonexistent 

discrimination polices, and have a lack of visible support or resources. When schools 

deny the existence of gay and lesbian youth, such students remain invisible and 

therefore are out of reach of support and resources. Creating a safer school starts with 

educating staff and reviewing policies and procedures that are already in place related 

to the protection of all students. 

From a school administrative perspective, addressing homosexuality and safe 

school climate issues are just one of the many things that do not have anything to do 

with raising test scores, which is often a top priority. However, a principal quoted in 

Frar~kfurt's (1999) work claimed, "It is only when someone feels comfortable and valued 

that they will be successful. School is an opportunity for kids to grow and learn. If they 



don't feel that they are valued they can't grow" (p. 27). It is students' ability to feel safe 

in school that will allow them and help them learn. Gay and lesbian students simply may 

not perform to the best of their ability if they do not feel safe in school. The implication 

here is for all teachers and staff to be comrr~itted to the education of all students. 

Numerous court cases (Davis V. Monroe County Board of Education, 1999; 

Nabozny V. Podlesny, 1996; and Wagner V. Fayetteville Public Schools, 1998) have 

shown ,that the abuse of gay and lesbian students is a legally risky issue and that school 

districts need to be more proactive rather than reactive in providing safety for all 

students. The cost for not protecting gay and lesbian students is high. In addition to the 

physical and psychological harm to students, the legal risk is significant as some gay 

students have sued more than a million dollars for failure to provide a safe learning 

environment (McFarland & Dupuis, 2001). 

In the most recent position statements, the American School Counselor 

Association (ASCA) (2005) detailed its commitment to education about and acceptance 

of the diversity of sexual orientation. ASCA describes professional school counselors as 

"Committed to facilitation and promoting the fullest possible developnient of each 

individual by reducing the barriers of misinformation, myths, ignorance, hatred, and 

discrimination, based on sexual orientation" (n.p.). Any effort to educate about sexual 

orientation would enhance the ethical obligation of counselors; the more awareness 

people have about an issue, the less ignorant they will be. 

Educating Staff 

In order to combat homophobic language, rigid gender roles, and physical 

harassment in the school setting, it would be beneficial for school districts to provide 



introductory and ongoing training to all school personnel, including teachers, support 

staff, administrators, cafeteria workers, and maintenance workers. The training could 

emphasize the needs and concerns of gay and lesbian youth, including how to stop 

harassment, the importance of inclusive language, and the effects of rigid gender roles. 

Such training would be in compliance with public policies that focus on how teachers 

and other school faculty should treat the issue of homophobia in the school system. 

Training may occur in conference settings, or in the formation of advocacy groups. 

Sears (2003) described the resolution released by the American School Health 

Association. The resolution states school staff must discourage any sexually oriented, 

harassing, or prejudicial statements that may negatively affect a student's self-esteem. 

The resolution also states school districts need to provide access to counseling for 

students who may be concerned about their sexual orientation. Many other educational 

organizations, such as the National Education Association and American Federation of 

Teachers have made official statements regarding the rights of homosexual students 

and proposed suggestions for combating homophobia in the schools. 

From the literature review, Peters (2003) described a one-day conference 

organized to discuss results from his research. The interviews in the study were used to 

develop a theatre piece that was performed by LGBTQ peer educators at an 

intergenerational educational conference. Students, school faculty, parents, and other 

concerned adults interested in creating safer school climates were invited to attend. 

Peters (2003) noted, "...The purpose was not to sensitize a general audience to 

homophobia, but to move stakeholders from awareness to action" (p. 335). 



Of the 100 conference participants, many spoke about frustrations they 

encountered related to the climate of their schools. Several students talked about 

difficulties in organizing Gay Straight Alliance groups. Parents were identified as both 

barriers to and resources in the movement to change schools. Others talked about 

issues with school administrators who resisted programs to address anti-gay violence. 

Students also shared their experiences of being harassed by their classmates (Peters, 

2003). 

Peters (2003) reported that attendees and organizers thought the conference 

was very successful. Six schools asked conference organizers to talk to their staff, while 

six other schools started a Gay Straight Alliance after the conference. The research 

process also encouraged youth and adults to work together, which was part of the 

project's success. 

An advocacy group called Pride, Equality, Education, and Respect in Schools 

(PEERS) was formed by 24 students and adults who continued to educate others about 

homophobia in schools. The group provided training, sent out newsletters to schools, 

met with parent groups, and supported students and staff who were involved in GSA 

groups. Six months after the conference, 14 school districts had joined PEERS. Peter's 

(2003) action research was beneficial to the profession because the results of the 

interviews created a need for the conference, which encouraged schools to create GSA 

groups and become members of PEERS. 

Re vie wing Nondiscrimination Policies 

The threat of physical harassment in school causes gay and lesbian youth to use 

a lot of their energy planning how to stay safe. They plot how to avoid certain 



environments just so they do not have to deal with the harassment. This avoidance and 

high energy spent gives them little energy left to concentrate in school (HRW, 2001). 

In order for gay and lesbian youth to feel safe in their schools, zero tolerance 

policies must be developed and enforced for dealing with physical harassment and 

violence. Schools can also involve law enforcement if the acts are severe. For gay and 

lesbian youth, a zero tolerance policy may not completely stop the harassment, but it is 

a statement that they are supported and that the school cares about their safety and 

ability to learn. 

It is crucial for school staff to have a clear understanding of anti-discrimination 

and anti-harassment policies and procedures that exist within the school district so they 

are aware of the protections already in existence. Frankfurt (1 999) argued that 

addressing the needs of gay and lesbian students is important and necessary. When 

creating school district policies that address sexual orientation, it is common for schools 

to face rebuttal from parents and community members. It is important to remind 

concerned individuals that such policies do not advocate for homosexuality, but instead 

advocate for the physical and emotional safety of all students (Frankfurt, 1999). 

It is also important for schools to review their discrimination polices for inclusion 

of protection based on gender identity and sexual orientation (HRW, 2001). If sexual 

orientation is not included in the policy, then, HRW argues it should be amended 

immediately. Gay and lesbian students are protected under various statutes that give 

them the rights to feel safe in school. Policies and practices should be developed to 

send the message that anti-gay harassment is not acceptable or legitimate (Horn & 

Nucci, 2003). 



Students are also protected by the Fourteenth Amendment, which guarantees 

them equal protection. The First Amendment also guarantees the right to free speech. 

Related to levels of harassment that occur in the school setting, Underwood (2004) 

found, 

Guidance from the United States Department of Education's Office for Civil 

Rights (OCR) states that sexual harassment directed at gay or lesbian students 

that are sufficiently serious to limit or deny a student's ability to participate in or 

benefit from the school's program constitutes sexual harassment prohibited by 

Title IX. (p. 10-1 1 ) 

Horn & Nucci (2003) recommended a number of interventions the school 

personnel can use to work with adolescents to prevent harassment in the school setting. 

Educators need to assess in which context or environment harassment occurs so that 

prevention programs and policies can be targeted appropriately to create a safer school 

climate for GLBTQ students. Doing so may help reduce harassment of those students 

whose peers have identified them as not conforming to rigid gender roles. 

Challenging Language 

It is important for teachers and school persor~nel to intervene when they hear 

anti-gay language to help students form an understanding that this type of harassment 

is wrong. If students can see the harm caused homophobic language, they can begin to 

understand the moral dimensions of teasing and name-calling (Horn & Nucci, 2003). 

A very important intervention of protecting gay and lesbian students in the scliool 

setting is stopping homophobic language that occurs amongst peers and staff. As the 

research has found, the current phrase that is commonly used is "That's so gay" 



(-rhurlow, 2001 ; Peters, 2003; Frankfurt, 1999; Ngo, 2003). Sayings like those may shut 

out gay students from feeling like they belong and they may feel that they are stupid. 

Interventions should focus on explaining that "gay" is not a term that should be used to 

describe something stupid, but that some people are homosexuals and that tlie phrase 

is derogatory when used in that context. 

When correcting students for using unacceptable word choices, school staff can 

explain WHY the word choice is not okay or appropriate, rather than just telling them to 

stop saying it. Ngo (2003) suggested teachers offer a supplemental word or phrase 

choice the first time the student is confronted because that allows the individual to add 

something new to their framework of language revolving around gay and lesbian issues. 

For school staff and faculty, it is also irr~portant to be aware of how certain 

situations are framed with the use of language. Staff should avoid using language that 

presupposes heterosexuality. For example, asking a young woman, "Is your boyfriend 

coming to the dance with you?" because that implies that the individual is straight. It is 

also important to refer to adults in the household as parents or guardians instead of 

Mom and Dad because a student may have gay or lesbian parents heading their 

household (HRW, 2001). Both examples support heteronormativity for gay and straight 

students alike and also continue to exclude gay students from seeing adults as a source 

of support; the gay students remain invisible. The importance of training in inclusive 

language is an element of awareness sensitivity involving gay and lesbian youth. 

Once gay or lesbian students hear an uninformed or hurtful phrase from a 

teacher or faculty member, students may not feel comfortable and may become 

alienated. The more alienated students feel, the more lonely and unsafe they become 



which, in turn, will have a direct impact on how they are able to learn in the school 

setting. 

integrating Curriculum 

For many school districts, gayllesbian issues and topics are not part of the 

curriculum because some schools find the content very controversial and think it safer 

not to acknowledge the issues. Administrators and the community may believe that any 

content that is sexual should be kept out of ,the school and kept in the home. The 

problem with that for sexual minority teens who are not accepted by their families is that 

the home may not be a safe, welcoming place to learn (Shepard, 1998). 

Inclusive material in the classroom creates an atmosphere within the school that 

facilitates, proniotes, and legitimizes the discussion of homosexuality, potentially 

leading to increased tolerance. For those students who are having trouble accepting 

their sexuality, inclusive classroom materials can give them a sense of hope and relief, 

which leads to a more positive self-concept (Fontaine, 1998). The acknowledgment of 

the topic of homosexuality in the classroom begins to dispel the myths surrounding the 

topic, which may help stereotypes decrease as accurate information and educational 

efforts will increase understanding. 

As described in the literature review, much research has identified peer influence 

as a contributor to the negative social and psychological school climate that gay and 

lesbian youth often experience (Woody, 2003; Horn & Nucci, 2003; Ngo, 2003; HRW, 

2001). Adolescents hold specific attitudes and beliefs about gender roles and norms. 

They have a rigid, narrow perspective about what is considered normal for males and 



females and this impacts their view of homosexuality and consequently, how they treat 

their gay and lesbian peers. 

The word choices and rigid views adolescents have are implications for an 

intervention to increase their awareness about the limiting effects of gender roles on 

everyone. It would be beneficial for a school counselor to develop a critical thinking 

guidance curriculum related to an analysis of human development. The intent would be 

for adolescents to become critical thinkers about the messages portrayed by the media. 

What does the niedia say about being a boy? A girl? Students could question whether 

or not it is healthy for people to deviate from the norm that is often portrayed in the 

media. This may trigger important critical discussions that could broaden all adolescent 

students' viewpoints about gender expression and the gender norms that society 

presents. 

Another way to intervene with the influence that peers have on gay and lesbian 

youth related to gender roles is to have all of the staff in the school promote and 

advocate for a change in attitudes. As Horn & Nucci (2003) argued, adolescents' 

attitudes are much more malleable than their beliefs. Through the analytical guidance 

curriculum about gender roles, adolescents may have a shift in attitude once they can 

understand that difference is healthy, acceptable, and desired. Staff can advocate for 

this change and be ready to intervene by offering new phrases, posing critical thinking 

questions, and developing character education units. 

School personnel may lack strategies and the correct language to educate their 

students in the classroom, and may fear they will do something wrong or will say 

something hurtful. Regardless of the reason why these topics and issues are not being 



addressed in the curriculum, there are necessary steps schools can take to create a 

safer school climate. 

Resources 

McFarland and Dupuis (2001) also discussed implications for school counselors 

when working with gay or lesbian students as counselors are often seen as great 

resol-lrces within the school setting. It is their responsibility to understand the specific 

stressors that these students face while helping them deal with various social and 

educational obstacles they encounter due to homophobia. It is important to provide 

useful resources that are supportive and helpful. When defending gay and lesbian 

yo~~th,  counselors can explain the values of tolerating differences, equality, respect, and 

citizenship. As advocates for all students, counselors must inform, debate, persuade, 

discuss, and lobby for change to insure safer school climates for all individuals 

(McFarland & Dupuis, 2001). 

Gay Straight Alliance (GSA) groups in the school setting are also a great 

resource, although are often seen as quite controversial amongst many school districts 

(Underwood, 2004; Coeyman, 2000; Penn, 2000; Wright, 2004). As a resource, the 

counselor can participate in ,the formation of these groups, which facilitate safe 

discussions between gay, straight, and questioning students. Any student is welcome to 

attend. Typically, the group offers a sense of unity and deep levels of trust are formed 

amongst these students because they are disclosing personal information about their 

lives. Gay, straight, and questioning individuals can get together to support one another 

and speak freely about any concerns or questions they are having. 



Although GSA groups are present in more than 2,000 high schools in the nation, 

many districts choose not to let a GSA group form because they are seen as 

controversial. If the administration disagrees to the formation of a GSA, it would be 

important to point out that all student organizations that take place in the school setting 

are guaranteed equal treatment under the federal Equal Access Act. 

Wright (2004) explained that the Equal Access Act requires schools to give equal 

access to all student clubs on a nondiscriminatory basis. If a school permits any non- 

curricular student club to use school facilities, then it must permit all non-curricular clubs 

the same access. Public schools who receive federal money and who practice an open 

forum are required to allow GLBTQ students to form a club under this act. These 

statutes and rights are important to GLBTQ youth and their allies to reduce the effects 

of homophobia in the school setting by offering GLBTQ students needed support from 

peers and faculty through involvement in GSA groups. The group also makes a strong 

statement in the schools to gay and lesbian youth because it shows that the school 

does have a safe activity to participate in, with a safe and supportive adult monitoring 

the group. 

Summary 

Schools must take action to assure that all of their students, especially Gay, 

Lesbian, Bisexual, Transgender, Questioning (GLBTQ) students, are being protected 

,from homophobic language, physical harassment, staff attitudes, and influential peers to 

ensure that they can learn in a safe environment. Staff and administration must have an 

active role in promoting a healthier social and psychological school climate for GLBTQ 

youth. 



Gay and lesbian students should never have to confront the escalation of 

harassment that Jamie Nabozny, a student from Wisconsin dealt with. The student 

came out to his classmates in seventh grade and then fellow peers began spitting on 

him and hitting him. After he was subjected to a mock rape in eight grade during a 

science lab, he attempted suicide, but was not successful. The abuse worsened in high 

school; he was urinated on, attacked in bathrooms, and had steel objects thrown at him 

on the bus. He attempted suicide again in ninth grade. Following that, he was beaten by 

eight peers one morning before school and was kicked in the stomach for five to ten 

minutes. Several weeks later he collapsed from internal bleeding and left school in 

eleventh grade. In 1996, the student testified that he had asked the principal to 

intervene liumerous times, but she took no action. The case quoted the principal saying 

'boys will be boys' and that if he was 'going to be so openly gay'; he should 'expect' 

behavior from his fellow students. Jamie Nabozny won the lawsuit for over $900,000, as 

the school was found liable for not protecting the student (HRW, 2001). 

Intervention from adults, education of offending students, attention to anti- 

discrimination policy, and practiced ethics on part of the school administration, teachers, 

and counselors may have changed the outcome for Jamie and for the social and 

psychological climate of the school. School counselors must take the first step to 

increase students' awareness through talking about and providing education about 

homosexuality and homophobia. Like other controversial topics within society, as 

awareness increases, ignorance decreases. 
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