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Solutions: Supportive environment for LGBT students

A supportive environment that LGBT students experience is quite an individual
experience. However, there is one known fact — an encouraging and supportive environment can
increase student learning. Scholar Renn (2000) says that, “Although fear of failure may motivate
some students to focus on working hard, fear of being exposed, ridiculed, or harassed is more
likely to interfere with their learning” (p. 135). When students are placed in an environment
where they are constantly ridiculed and harassed because of their sexuality, their learning spirals
downward. Evans (2000) also agrees that a supportive environment is one that can help students.
She says, “Learning is enhanced when students feel validated and when they experience positive
interactions with peers and faculty both in and outside of the classroom” (p. 82). The
uninterrupted marginalization of LGBT students can be reversed if a supportive environment is
nourished. Those who feel comfortable with identity may tolerate the hostile environment, but
the constant struggle to remain silent is also another factor that contributes to their ability to learn
as a student (Evans, 2000). Faculty must then intervene and be willing to be proactive in
challenging homophobic and heterosexist normalities that dominate their classrooms.
Heterosexual faculty in particular have the task of coming conscious about their own biases.
Heterosexual faculty coming to terms

Examining our attitudes and biases can help reconstruct our ways of thinking, bringing us
into consciousness, as enlightened individuals - then we will be able to recognize the passivity
that occurs in the classroom and therefore challenge the normality that silently oppresses LGBT
students. Harro (2000) says, “We need to take a stand, reframe our understandings, question the
status quo, and begin a critical transformation that can break down this cycle of socialization and

start a new cycle leading to liberation for all” (p. 21). Coming to terms with the privilege that
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heterosexuality carries is one that needs to take place in order to properly address homophobic
and heterosexist behavior to cease. Much like white privilege, educators are finding that
deconstructing white privilege in their classroom is essential in brining other marginalized
cultures from “outsiders to insiders.” Same with heterosexual privilege, that must subside in
order to become inclusive and anti-oppressive for LGBT students.

McClintock (2000) has five steps in taking actions that work towards social justice. They
include educating yourself, interrupting the behavior, interrupting and educating, supporting
others’ proactive responses, and initiating a proactive response. And just like any other “ism,”
it’s a process in contributing to the disruption of any oppressive behavior. Edgington (2000)
says, “Racism is so huge that all my acts seem small in comparison, but it is precisely this kind
of lifelong chipping-away that we must commit ourselves to doing” (p.127). Unlearning
heterosexism and understanding the roots of homophobia is one solution, but challenging it in
class to stop the oppressiveness it constructs in class, is taking it in one step further. “Chipping-
away” these lifetime learned biases or prejudices is a process that takes time and commitment
from all faculty.

LGBT faculty: To come out or not?

The idea of faculty being open to students about their sexual preference is a personal
decision. However, many scholars have argued that when faculty are open about their sexual
preference, students, particularly those who identify as LGBT, feel like they have an ally in the
class. Being open can be at times a double edge sword. “Coming out of the closet” must be a
very personal decision and faculty must be fully aware of all possible repercussions. Prince
(1996) says, “Openness is never easy, especially when one is being open about an issue that has

been long hidden. However, for gay educators, it will be only by speaking out clear and
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persistently, both inside and outside the classroom, that we can raise and address the issues that
affect gay and lesbian students and teachers” (p. 34). Asking LGBT faculty to “come out” is
asking a great deal. Faculty have a difficult choice to make, but one that can potentially benefit
LGBT students.

Barnard (1996) highly encourages teachers to come out to their students. He says,
“Lesbian and gay students — especially those who are not out — sometimes feel isolated and
alienated. . need to see real-life, living, institutionally legitimized lesbian and gay professionals
standing in front of them, teaching them and their heterosexual peers” (p. 141). Faculty can be
an excellent asset for LGBT students and provide them with a positive role model. However,
Khayatt (1997) presents very compelling points. Her perspectives are arguable just like any
other researcher, but her points are those to take seriously.

Khayatt believes that coming out as a professor may have its own implications that may
or may not be positive. Coming out and having the belief that it will empower students is
nothing more than an assumption. Khayatt says, “The logic of this presumption is that lesbian
and gay students would recognize the act of coming out as one of strength, pride in the identity,
honesty, and integrity” (p. 130). Students can interpret two different ideas completely
differently. To faculty, while this may seem to “empower” our students, this may in fact damage
them by making the assumption that everybody should “come out.”

The idea of coming out in class as an excuse to be a role model for LGBT students is one
that makes many assumptions. As teachers who have some level of power in class, who are we
to decide whose role model we should be? Khayatt states,

[This] makes the interesting pedagogical assumption that by coming out to my class I am

teaching my students something, that I represent an ideal of some behavior, identity, or
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possibility... This formula fails to address the disruptive question of whether it is even

possible for persons to imitate a role - that is, to take on the characteristics of the

dominant group -- given the fact that role models themselves are the result of social

standards and conventions (p. 131).

When we think of the many identities that we carry, how can for example, a white homosexual
male be a role model for a lesbian of color? And maybe there is a possibility, but one cannot
assume that a student and a faculty who share identities also share the same experiences.
Khayatt makes gripping points in the assumptions in thinking we are actually helping students by
coming out to students.

When we analyze power and its inequalities, these assumptions can in fact hinder
students. The assumption that faculty should be recognized as role models and more importantly
as “professional” models and take their experiences as the epitome of homosexuality. It also
assumes that, “...we are representative of an invisible sociality; that, perhaps, our very presence
in the academy automates advocacy for the plight of lesbian, gay, bisexual, transsexual students;
and, finally, that as a consequence of coming out, people's attitudes will change” (Khayatt, p.
132). Khayatt’s discourse on “coming out” in class is quite different from other scholars. It is in
fact a controversial perspective and has many risks attached to it. Kopelson (2002) says, “It may
also prove dangerous, of course, if we are accused of inappropriately sexualizing the classroom”
(p. 21). However, whichever approach faculty may take, the reasons why faculty are coming out
in class should always take into account all the assumptions made for doing so. Power in the
classroom always change dynamics and affect students differently. In “coming out,” faculty

must make the best possible choice that will not only benefit them, but their students as well.
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Becoming an ally: Gay or Straight

Becoming an ally in and outside of the classroom requires a sense of consciousness.
Before we go any further, I would like to define what an ally is. According to Washington and
Evans (1991), an ally is “...a person who is a member of the ‘dominant’ group or ‘majority’
group who works to end oppression in his or her personal and professional life through support
of, and as an advocate with and for, the oppressed population” (p. 195). If a person decides to
take the role of becoming an ally, she or he must first recognize the privilege that heterosexual
person receives. Building consciousness is one of the key ways in becoming an ally. Broido
(2000) explains that in order to provide support for LGBT students, one must be visible as a
person who is willing to provide that type of support. Broido says, “Some of the simplest ways
of demonstrating one is an ally are through one’s use of language...” (p. 360). Both faculty and
students, LGBT or heterosexual can take active roles in learning to become an ally.

Advocacy in the classroom is one way to break the hostility and injustice that LGBT
students face in the classroom. Good (1993) says, “Allies must help by being a voice against
injustice and challenge themselves to move beyond levels of tolerance or support and toward
appreciation and celebration” (p. 40). Advocacy in action, as Washington and Evans (1991) call
it, involves accepting, supporting, and including LGBT people. In the classroom, challenging
heterosexual norms, comments, homophobic humor, and harassment are ways of becoming an
advocate and an ally for LGBT students.

Advocating for a marginalized group can at times be ostracizing, especially if peers are
the ones who are advocating. There are however, different ways in which a person can become

an ally without overtly being open. This is of course on an individual basis. Nevertheless, the
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benefits in becoming an ally to this marginalized group of people can be more benefiting than a
disadvantage.
Final thoughts

When we acknowledge all the issues that LGBT face in the classroom, and we must zero-
in on the last linking piece, pedagogy. In today’s multicultural curriculum, we tend to include
voices and experiences that have been historically ignored, misrepresented, or bluntly excluded.
Considering that multicultural education is a new phenomenon to some faculty, as an institution
of higher learning, we distance ourselves from being called racist, sexist, or even classist and
make an effort to include those three perspectives in our curriculums. Connolly (2000) says,
“ _.most institutional efforts to include underrepresented perspectives in the classroom have
focused primarily on improving the representation of women and people of color...because
examination of differences in this model is largely limited to race and gender, sexual orientation
is more likely to be ignored” (p. 112). Learning to transform our pedagogies is a challenging
process.
Transforming our pedagogies

Transforming our pedagogies is a collective process. When advocating for an anti-
oppressive pedagogy, faculty must first understand the dynamics in which oppression is
manifested and then carried out in their pedagogy. Secondly, faculty must understand
themselves and as educators. When faculty then have a full grasp on how oppression is weaved
in our socialization as human beings, it becomes much easier for them to implement an anti-
oppressive pedagogy that is inclusive of everyone. With this, faculty can open the door for

students to become empowered with their educational growth.
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Defining oppression

Oppression is system that most people in society face and struggle to overcome. The
same oppressive dynamics that occur in our society are manifested in our classrooms. For
faculty to understand themselves as educators and learn to implement an anti-oppressive
pedagogy, one must first grasp the definition of oppression. Adams et al (1996) describe
oppression as,

A systematic social phenomenon based on the differences between social groups that

involves ideological domination, intuitional control, and the promulgation of the

oppressor group’s ideology, logic system and culture on the oppressed group. The result

is the exploitation of one social group by another for its own benefit, real or perceived (p.

49).
When we apply oppression to sexuality, we find ourselves in a fusion of theories and complex
understandings of why oppression occurs. Nonetheless, the oppression of LGBT people also
limits the heterosexual community in understanding the diversity that takes place in every
community. Bell (1997) says, “Heterosexism also conceals how this regime operates not only to
oppress gay, lesbian, bisexual, and transgender people but also to constrain and limit
heterosexuals to narrowly gender-defined rules of behavior and options for self-expression as
well” (p. 12). It is important however, to understand that heterosexism and homophobia which
cause oppression cannot be eliminated without combating other forms of oppression. Only then,
will eradicating oppression ultimately help build coalitions and among our diverse communities
(Bell, 1997).

Recognizing the diversity that exists in the LGBT community is an important aspect in

respecting that not all LGBT experiences are the same. Evans and Wall (2000) reinforce this
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idea, saying, “...the LGBT community is very diverse and the issues this diversity creates must
be considered in any attempt to provide services and support for the LGBT population” (p. 398).
LGBT students of color face a deeper sense of oppression because of their racial/ethnic
background. Lesbian women face different experiences in comparison to a white gay male
because of our male centered society. Students can carry multiple marginalized identities and
that is something to take into consideration. Bell says, “Women of color who are lesbians and
poor, for example, experience oppression in multiple and distinctive ways that demand more
complex analyses of the mechanisms of oppression in the lives of diverse groups of people” (p.
8). As educators we must not forget the interlocking experiences that students in class bring with
them. All identities are of equal value and all should be cherished and praised.
Knowing ourselves as educators

In transforming our pedagogies faculty must know themselves as educators and leaders in
the community. Bell et al (1997) say, “For most faculty, our professional training has not
prepared us to address emotionally and socially charged issues in the classroom” (p. 299). It is
rational that faculty may detach themselves from controversial issues like homosexuality. Some
faculty may not have prior knowledge in weaving these issues into their pedagogies and
therefore tend to exclude them.

There are several steps that Bell et al recommend, however I will only point out a couple.
As stated in the section of “Heterosexual faculty coming to terms,” scholars are suggesting that
heterosexual faculty come to terms with their privilege and quickly respond to biased and
prejudice behavior along with their own. Although it is important for heterosexual faculty to
understand their own biases, Bell et al are suggesting that we learn to know ourselves as

instructors. For the most part, bringing awareness to our own social identities is primarily the
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first step. Bell et al say, “Whether we are members of the privilege or targeted groups with
respect to particular issues influences how we react to material under discussion as well as how
our students are likely to perceive us” (p. 300). When we examine our own social identities we
come to tackle our own biases. This includes questioning our assumptions, “being corrected or
challenged publicly (especially by members of the targeted group), and encountering our own
fears and romanticized notions about members of targeted groups” (p. 301). The final step is
responding to biased comments in the classroom. The anxiety of responding to biased comments
made by a dominant group especially if faculty themselves belong to that group can be daunting.
Bell et al say, “The challenge is to maintain an openness to both our own internal process and to
what may be going on for our students, so that we can respond to biased comments clearly and
directly, but also compassion and understanding for what it means to discover and change
oppressive beliefs and behaviors in ourselves” (p. 304). Once we comprehend oppression and
the ways in which it generated in our classrooms, we must then examine our pedagogies.
Pedagogy is individual, but meant to transform classroom dynamics, student learning,
and hopefully bring reciprocal student/teacher knowledge. Barnard (1996) says, “The ways we
define our disciplines, the text we teach, the ways in which we teach them, the ways we set up
our classrooms, the methods by which we evaluate our students — all these choices embody
ideological assumptions and have far-reaching effects both inside and outside the classroom”
(p.136). Our pedagogies reflect who are as individuals, as entities that have defined our lives. Tt
is so personable that Kumashiro (2000) compares pedagogy with ego; the two are never in
control of itself. He says, “...pedagogy traditionally attempts to control and to grasp the
knowable, leaving no space open for what is really uncontrollable and unknowable in education”

(p. 39). But as educators, we every so often forget to include and personify experiences other
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than our own. Or in some cases we are challenged to incorporate issues that are important to us
only because we feel it does not relate to the subject matter. Whatever the case may be, our
curricula are still lacking equal representation. LGBT students, the invisible minority, are being
deprived of human rights. They, like other students in the class, deserve to learn about an
identity that has for too long been silenced, therefore, oppressed.

Anti-oppressive pedagogy

Kevin K. Kumashiro is a scholar known to research “anti-oppressive pedagogy” and
applied the theory into his practice as a teacher and educator. His intention, like any other
scholar working towards a new form of inclusive pedagogy, is to understand the root of
oppression and find ways to work against it through pedagogy. Kumashiro (2002a) says,
“Challenging oppression is not an act of ‘individual overcoming’ where students change only
themselves; it is an effort to change oppressive ways of doing or learning any of the subject
matters that are currently being repeated at the institutional level in many schools and society”
(p. 17). Changing our pedagogies to become more inclusive and in the effort to teach in anti-
oppressive ways, is getting students to think in terms of social justice to bring change in their
lives and their surroundings.

In the traditional sense of teaching, Kumashiro (2002b) explains to us that this type of
pedagogy tends to construct and socialize what we view as “normal.” He says, “...discourses,
then, not only socialize us to accept oppressive conditions as ‘normal’ and the way things are,
but also to make these conditions normative and the ways things ought to be. In the process,
such discourses suppress alternative perspectives and the possibility for changed social relations”

(p. 76). Distancing ourselves from the “traditional” way of teaching is never easy and
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Kumashiro is one to admit that. However, the process is one that must be implemented in
making a positive difference in the lives of students.

Kumashiro pinpoints that educators must move in using poststructuralist’s points of view
in order to address the way in which oppression affects teaching and learning. Kumashiro (2000)
adds, “Doing so requires not only using an amalgam of these four approaches, but also ‘looking
beyond’ the field to explore the possibilities of theories that remain marginalized in educational
research” (p. 25). For Kumashiro, there are four ways to conceptualize and work against
oppression through pedagogy. Before moving on to the four approaches, we must understand
what he refers to the “Other.” He uses the term of “Other” to define those who have been
historically marginalized in society. The four ways in which Kumashiro conceptualizes are
complex theories that can engage in implementing anti-oppressive pedagogy.

The four approaches which Kumashiro addresses are as follows: education for the other,
education about the other, education that is critical of privileging and othering, and education
that changes students and society. In the first approach in understanding education for the other,
Kumashiro is suggesting that educators must not dismiss the identities that students carry.
Instead of making assumptions about the normality of student’s identities, faculty must recognize
the differences that their students possess and modify to include in their pedagogies. When
relating that to LGBT students, faculty must never assume that their students are heterosexual
and that student’s sexuality will remain separate from their education. As a part of their identity,
that must be included in pedagogy (Kumashiro, 2000).

The second approach is education about the other, Kumashiro explains that because of
the education about others is mostly based on what society defines as “normal” and on myths and

stereotypes, the education is incomplete, which causes exclusion, invisibility and silence. In
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order to change this, faculty must work against these harmful ways of what constitutes
knowledge. One way to bring change is to include lessons on the Others and integrate them
through out the curriculum, as opposed to bits and fragments throughout the class (Kumashiro,
2000).

Education that is critical of privileging and othering is the third approach. Kumashiro
makes it clear that students and faculty must examine the ways in which some identities are
placed and constructed as “othered;” meaning how some of these identities are marginalized and
oppressed in society, including those that are privilege and considered normal. A way in
welcoming change in this area is to develop a critical consciousness on oppression, examining
oneself, and learning how others are oppressed and privilege also. Kumashiro (2000) says,
“Knowledge is but the first step of a larger process. Also necessary are thinking skills that
students can use to formulate effective plans of action” (p. 33). Once students have knowledge
of what oppression consists of, then they will be more inclined and feel empowered to resist
oppression that surrounds them and everyone in society.

The last approach is education that changes students and society. Kumashiro (2001)
says, “Anti-oppressive education that aims to change students and society cannot do so without
addressing the ways students and society resist change” (p. 8). There is no simple answer or
solution, rather a complex way of thinking and incorporating anti-oppressive ways can lead to
empowering students. Kumashiro says, “Anti-oppressive education, then, needs to involve
overcoming this resistance to change and learning, instead, to desire change, to desire
difference. ..to participate in the ongoing, never-completed construction of knowledge, students

must always look beyond what is known” (p. 38).
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For faculty, having to unlearn what constitutes “good” teaching is letting go of all types
of assumptions that fuel biases and oppress their students. As I stated above, implementing an
anti-oppressive pedagogy that empowers all students is not an easy task. Kumashiro (2002b)
says,

Anti-oppressive teacher education involves learning to teach the disciplines while

learning to critique the ways that the discipline and the teaching of the disciplines have

historically been oppressive. It involves experiencing the realities of classroom teaching
while learning anti-oppressive perspectives that can complicate the commonsense lenses
often used to frame those experiences. It involves learning to teach intentionally while
learning to recognize the hidden ways we often teach unintentionally. Anti-oppressive
teacher education involves interrupting the repetition of commonsense discourses of what

it means to teach and to learn to teach (p. 76).

Kumashiro is not the first or the last to make the needs of LGBT and other marginalized students
a reality. Other scholars have researched the many ways in which educators can empower our
students through pedagogy and inclusiveness.

Empowering our students

What does it mean to empower students? And how can our curriculums be the guiding
tool for doing so? Curriculum must first start by being inclusive. Defining inclusiveness is
different for almost all educators. Having a uniform definition is almost impossible. However,
scholars who have researched what is means to be inclusive have similar outlooks. Pope and
Reynolds (1991) say, “It requires constant vigilance and an openness to both reminder and
criticisms from others, particularly those who feel shut out or misunderstood. It demands the

welcoming of ideas, behaviors, languages, styles, and people even when it is uncomfortable and

35



seems cumbersome” (p. 205). Including those who are constantly on the verge of invisibility or
who live in the shadows of oppression are students who get affected by it. However, it also
means including the voices who are members of the elite and privilege. Kumashiro (2002b)
says, “Inclusive curricula, therefore, are important not only for learning to embrace various
social differences, but also for affirming oneself’ (p. 68). By becoming inclusive in our
curricula, we are not only including those who are historically marginalized but those who
benefit from our systematic society as well.

By including students and their wide range of social identities in our curriculums,
educators are taking the first step. When defining empowering education, Shor (1992) says,
«_..a critical-democratic pedagogy for self and social change” (p. 15). Providing a curriculum
that supports student questioning helps the student feel empowered. Shor says, “A curriculum
that does not challenge the standard syllabus and conditions in society informs students that
knowledge and the world are fixed and are fine the way they are, with no role for students to play
in transforming them, and no need for change” (p. 12). When educators encourage students to
use critical thinking in not only their applied knowledge, but in their overall thinking, educators
become part of a process that includes them as a learner and provides students with the right
tools to create and accept change. hooks (1994) says, “Any classroom that employs a holistic
model of learning will also be a place where teachers grow, and are empowered by the process”
(p. 21). Building the classroom as a community, as hooks suggests, is one that will include
everyone’s voice.

As part of breaking the silence for LGBT students in recognizing their voice as
experience. hooks (1994) says, “It has been my experience that one way to build a community in

the classroom is to recognize the value of each individual...It also ensures that no student
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remains invisible in the classroom” (p. 41). Pedagogy that moves away from the social power
structures that dominate our society is one that can transgress in empowering students. However,
faculty must be wary of the approaches they take in constructing the curriculum to encompass
inclusivity. Brtizman (1995) says, “In an odd turn of events, curricula that purport to be
inclusive may actually work to produce new forms of exclusivity if the only subject positions
offered are the tolerant normal and the tolerated subaltern” (p. 160). Part of being inclusive in
our curricula is allowing students to welcome change and accept diversity in all communities by
having the presence of the “other” incorporated in every aspect of curriculum.

In teaching with anti-oppressive approaches and ways that faculty can empower their
students, educators face an immense challenge. One of the biggest challenges that faculty face
according to Griffin and Harro (1997) is, “...the task of constructing an educational experience
that acknowledges the complexity of the issues involved without overwhelming students who
bring a variety of experiences to the course” (p. 143). For some students, learning about LGBT
issues might be the first time. Other students might be in the process of questioning or claiming
their identity, while others have fully established their identity. And then you have those
students who in addressing LGBT issues can challenge their cultural and religious beliefs
(Griffin and Harro, 1997). Either way, faculty have a responsibility to ensure that all students
gain the best educational experience they deserve, whether heterosexual or LGBT.

Final thoughts

Transforming our pedagogies to better empower students is one aspect of breaking the
oppressive cycle that captures many LGBT students. In the end, breaking the oppression that
arises in our classrooms can travel outside of our classrooms. When oppressive attitudes

penetrate our communities, students have the tools to dismantle and shatter our hegemonic
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society that imprisons us to accept the diversity in our communities. This domino effect is one
that can begin in our own classrooms.
Conclusion

Saturated with the knowledge that all of these scholars have provided has given me an
opportunity to look at the different dynamics and comprehend the complexity of all the issues.
Using queer theory as my primary groundwork has helped me understand the notion of normality
and how that. has festered in our college classrooms to oppress and silence LGBT students.
LGBT students are like the invisible minority, facing many issues such as academic failure,
harassment due to homophobic and heterosexist biases. In order for that to discontinue,
heterosexual faculty need to come terms and face some of their own biases to help put an end to
the homophobia and heterosexism. LGBT faculty have a tough choice to make. To come out as
LGBT must be a personal choice; a choice that can and will only benefit LGBT students.
However faculty and students identify, becoming allies in the classroom is a step towards
breaking the oppression that occurs in and outside of the classroom. Understanding the
oppression at a deeper level must entail faculty to reflect on their pedagogies. Pedagogies can
either further oppress students or empower them as bodies of knowledge that can create change
for themselves and others. Encouraging faculty to use their pedagogies as a tool for student

empowerment is one way that we can create change in our communities and within ourselves.
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Chapter 3: Methodology
Research design

Action research is the method I have chosen to use. Unlike other traditional methods,
action research entails a form of action and creates positive change in the classroom based on
research findings. In order to understand action research, defining its purpose can help clarify its
difference from traditional research. According to Mills (2003), “Action research is any
systematic inquiry conducted by teacher researchers, principals, school counselors, or other
stakeholders in the teaching/learning environment to gather information about how their
particular schools operate, how they teach, and how well their students learn” (p. 5). Once
educators gather data from their study, the data is used as a catalyst to create positive change in
their teaching practices, school environment, and ultimately improving the lives of those being
researched.

Although the main goal of action research is to create positive educational change for
LGBT students, it is also encouraged to “enhance the lives of professionals” (p. 10). Action
research can help educators improve their teaching practices through a reflective stance. Mills
states that action research requires, “... — the willingness to critically examine one’s teaching in
order to improve or enhance it” (p. 10). As Mills has shown, action research can have several
different purposes and outcomes, all of which ultimately surround the basic idea of improving
the lives of students.

Although I am not a classroom teacher, I chose to use action research because it
incorporates all that I hope to accomplish: creating change in the classroom for not only LGBT
students, but for all students who are marginalized. Action research requires a four-step process;

identifying an area of focus, collecting data, analyzing and interpreting data, and lastly,
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developing an action plan. As the area of my focus is LGBT college students, the data collected
was from interviews with CSUMB LGBT and heterosexual college students. I used these
interviews to analyze the effects of inclusion and exclusion of LGBT students, and based on my
findings, conducted a workshop to inform educators and advocate for an anti-oppressive and
inclusive pedagogy.

Action research was by far the best research design for my study. Action research
allowed me to focus on an area that needed improvement, allowed me to collect data from the
students themselves, analyze and interpret the data, and finally develop the action plan. The
action component of action research is what tied my project closer to this design. Not only has it
enhanced the lives of LGBT students and their peers but it allowed educators to examine their
own teaching practices. As Mills describes it:

When teachers gain new understanding about both their own and their students’

behaviors through action research, they are empowered to:

e Make informed decisions about what to change and what not to change

e Link prior knowledge to new information

e Learn from experience

e Ask questions and systematically find answers (p. 10)
Although Mills refers to teachers who are using action research to examine their own practice,
the workshop I designed allowed teachers to feel empowered to change their teaching methods to
encompass an anti-oppressive and inclusive pedagogy.

Unlike traditional methods that are “satisfied with reporting their conclusions to others”
(p. 3), action research requires a deep commitment for action and positive educational change.

This is also part of the social justice element that our action thesis requires. Using action
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research as my research design helped enhance my study to not only create positive change in the
classroom, but also in the educational community as well.
Purpose

My study has several related purposes. First, it addressed the needs of LGBT students in
the classroom. Second, it addresses how they are affected when their issues are not included.
Third, it addresses how they are affected when they are included. For heterosexual students, it
addressed how heterosexual students can advocate for LGBT students, and suggestions in
making the classroom more inclusive. In doing this study I hope to raise awareness to faculty on
how they can incorporate an anti-oppressive pedagogy that can benefit not only LGBT students,
but their heterosexual peers as well. The study included interviews with both self-identified
LGBT and heterosexual students. My intention for interviewing students was to grasp their
perspective on their experiences at CSUMB when they are or are not included in the curriculum.
With the data gathered from these interviews, I designated a workshop for faculty. Their
perspective and experience was used in the faculty workshop that conducted in April 7, 2005 to
strengthen my support in advocating for an anti-oppressive and inclusive pedagogy.
Research participants

All of the 8 participants were recommened by other LGBT and heterosexual students, thus
my sampling was based on the snowball method. Although I had originally planned to attend the
two gay clubs at CSUMB to find informants, the contacts from other students were more than
plenty. I emailed them with a brief description of my research and asked if they were interested,
and whether we could set up a time and date. From the 8 students interviewed, 6 self-identifed as
LGBT and 2 self-identified as heterosexual. From the 6 LGBT students only one was “in the

closet.” All other 5 students were openly gay in school and in their communities. The diversity of
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race/ethnicity was complied of 4 white students, 1 African American, 2 Latinos, and 1 Asian.
There were 4 males and 4 females, one of which was transitioning from male to female.
Data collection

Personal interviews were my only instrument. I had a set of questions for students who
identified as LGBT and another set of questions for those who identified as heterosexual (see
appendix for full text of questions). Since LGBT students were the focus of my study, I wanted
to emphasize their experience. Heterosexual students were also important, but not the main
focus of my study. Their experiences were collected as a form of support.

The duration of the interviews took from 30 minutes to an hour and a half. Students had
the option of choosing where the interviews took place. I recommended that all interviews take
place at CSUMB for the convenience of students. However, the student had the option to schedule
outside campus interviews if they felt their identity was being compromised. All but one interview
took place at my own home. The student who chose to be interviewed at their place chose so due
to transportation issues. In a quiet area of my house, the students and I started the interview
process without any interruptions.

Although I had a set of questions ready, there were times when we drifted from the
structure of questions. One particular student chose not to use the format of the questions, rather
to speak from personal experience in a more relaxed manner. As the interviews took place, I
tape recorded the conversations. This made it easier to transcribe the interviews to better analyze
my findings. I took notes, mostly on their body language to the reaction in the questions. Some
students were real graphic with their hands and others showed almost no emotion. As an added

tool, writing down questions that came up during the interview for further clarification became
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useful. After I transcribed the interviews, the tapes were erased and thrown away for privacy
issues.
Data analysis

The ways in which I decided to analyze data required breaking down the interviews by
segments. Before I analyzed any data I gave each student a code. LGBT students were labeled as
follows; Interview with Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, and Transgender student (ILGBT) followed by
numbers according to the order of interviews. 1 labeled heterosexual students as follows; Interview
with Heterosexual student (IHET) also followed by a number according to the order of interview.

I took each question and looked at the various ways in which they responded. Ilooked for
common threads between students, unique experiences, and descriptive experiences, anything that
gave me concrete idea of what they experienced in the classroom. I read the interviews several
times and made notes of themes that stood out. By reading my notes, I was able to notice patterns
that emerged from the language and the interview itself. I created a chart for LGBT students. In it
I placed those same themes that emerged and named them as inclusive and exclusive experiences.
In the chart I placed inclusive experience in one side and on the other I placed exclusive

experiences. This chart covers the first half of the interviews with students.

Student Code Inclusive experiences Exclusive experiences

ILGBT #1

ILGBT #2

On a different chart I placed ways in which LGBT students suggest the classroom setting and
pedagogies can be more inclusive. The last part of each interview was based on their ideal

classroom situation and how classroom and pedagogies can be more inclusive of LGBT students.
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