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We dedicate this book to LGBT youth who persevere, and even thrive, despite sometimes overwhelming tides of homophobia, transphobia, genderism, and heterosexism. We also salute youth and adult allies who work tirelessly to make our schools and communities safe spaces.
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Foreword

As a professor of human development and the co-author with my husband Phil of Development Through Life, a lifespan text that is in its 11th edition, I have been reading, writing, and teaching about gender-related themes for quite some time. The field has been slow to consider the systematic unfolding of sexual orientation. Despite Freud’s early theorizing about the sexual nature of children, research and theory about the emergent nature of sexual fantasies, desires, or behaviors, whether self- or other-focused, is far less developed than the research and theory about gender. Parents are famously uncommunicative about sexuality; educators are ill-prepared to teach children and youth about their sexuality; and political controversies swarm around communities, resulting in cautious, minimal teaching or deliberate exclusion of this topic altogether. Many children are left to figure things out for themselves through movies, websites, books they can find at the library, and gossip. Imagine if we had so little to say about which foods were safe to eat and how to prepare foods to make them taste delicious. Imagine if we had so little to say about dental hygiene and the importance of brushing and flossing. Yet here we are in the twenty-first century, tongue-tied about sexuality.

The culture is chaotically divided in its approach to sexuality. On the one hand, children and youth are exposed to media images of sexual encounters, ads for products intended to enhance sexual performance, music and videos from sexually suggestive performers, and erotic magazines, websites, and movies. On the other hand, there are relatively few environments where children and youth can talk freely about their own sexual experiences and learn about how to express their sexual impulses in ways that are pleasurable, physically safe, and, when appropriate, responsive to their sexual partners. As a result, many children and youth arrive at adulthood in a state of confusion: their personal identity is disconnected from their sexual selves. This leads to a variety of social harms, including self-loathing, vulnerability to sexual predators, unsafe sexual practices, sexual aggression, sexual stigmatization, sexual harassment, and prejudice against those who appear to have a non-normative sexual preference. In my opinion, we have failed to create a safe space for children to learn about their sexual natures and to be accepting of the diverse pathways and preferences of the sexual motivation and behaviors of others.

Annemarie Vaccaro, Gerri August, and Megan Kennedy shared a vision for a project that would address this failure with a particular focus on lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender youth. They recognized the need to support LGBT youth as they function in their everyday lives across time and space—that is, from childhood into the college years, and from family to school and community settings. Safe Spaces starts from where we are now—acknowledging the challenges that LGBT youth continue to face and the many voices in communities across the country that marginalize and vilify them and threaten their futures.

The book uncovers evidence of support, innovation, and power in LGBT youth themselves as well as their allies. As you read, you will hear many voices—voices of children, youth, college students, parents, teachers, community leaders, scholars, and politicians. The sense is that there is an active, dynamic dialogue taking place, sometimes openly in kitchens, classrooms, libraries (ever so quietly), youth organizations, and community centers; and sometimes in the hidden corners of bathrooms, locker rooms, parking lots, and websites. The book envisions a more secure, supportive, and accepting future for LGBT youth, and guides us as we strive to achieve this future by describing role models, sharing the courage of children and youth themselves, and giving us a wide palette of strategies for creating safe spaces wherever we can.

As a reader, I was reminded of my own reactions to the first couple who came out to me as lesbian partners many years ago. I disappointed them with my reaction; I was both surprised and shocked. But little did they know that in trusting me with their truth, they prepared me to be more accepting and encouraging when one of my sons and my daughter came out. Our childrearing philosophy was heavily influenced by the work on gender that was taking place during the 1970s, and if you could summarize our outlook, it was captured in the album Free to Be You and Me. We cherished creativity, individuality, and freedom of expression, and we saw each of our children blossom into a young person with tremendous talents, a generous spirit, and a love of life. Unfortunately, the album and the prevailing gender narrative left out some important ideas about sexual orientation, so we weren’t as prepared for some aspects of Free to Be as we might have been. Nonetheless, communication was open, affection was deep, and we have a delightfully diverse family. We are hoping for at least one queer grandchild.

So it is with great relief and optimism that I welcome Safe Spaces and commend it to you as readers. If it is possible for a book to be a safe space in its own right, this is such a book. Despite the bigotry and discrimination that many LGBT youth and their allies face, the authors strike a hopeful tone. They ask us as readers to reflect on our thoughts, feelings, behaviors, and beliefs and to consider taking action in the domains where we may have an impact—home, school, university, and community. The book is inclusive, both in its consideration of the wide range of people who might serve as allies, and in its consideration of the diversity of LGBT youth. And the book is constructive, offering many ideas about how to enrich settings for young people so that they always experience a sense of belonging as they carry out the work of forming their sexual and gender identities. Safe Spaces is an important contribution to the construction of a more open, supportive environment in which all children and youth can address the cognitive, emotional, and social nature of their own sexuality and the sexuality of others.

Barbara M. Newman, PhD
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Introduction

Aiyisha Hassan, Asher Brown, Seth Walsh, Raymond Chase, and Tyler Clementi are just a few of the LGBT youth who committed suicide in 2010.1 For each of these highly publicized deaths, scores more go undocumented. Youth who struggle with lesbian, gay, bisexual, or transgender identities (LGBT), or who are bullied for the mere perception of being different, often feel as if they have nowhere to turn. Death should never be an option. Unfortunately, for many young people suicide feels like a better alternative than living with rejection or abuse from peers, family members, or community leaders.

From our homes and neighborhoods to schools, athletic fields, and community organizations, LGBT youth often experience physical and psychological harm inflicted by peers and adults. While overt discrimination like bullying, harassment, and violence are clearly harmful, LGBT youth also encounter less overt forms of marginalization in family, school, and community settings. Throughout Safe Spaces we show how marginalization often comes in the form of messaging. No, we do not mean text or email messaging. Instead, messaging refers to the verbal and nonverbal communications that LGBT youth receive from family, peers, teachers, media, and community members. Overt verbal messages can include anti-LGBT slurs, jokes, or prejudicial comments. Messages, however, can also be delivered more subtly. Parents, teachers, neighbors, coaches, and peers need not use anti-gay language to communicate that it is unacceptable to be lesbian, gay, bisexual, or transgender. Refusing to talk about LGBT issues or showing discomfort when LGBT topics arise are nonverbal messages that tell youth that being LGBT is abnormal or wrong.

Unfortunately, many adults engage in subtle types of harm, sometimes without knowing it. For instance, most adults unconsciously perpetuate heterosexism; heterosexism is the assumption that everyone is or should be heterosexual. At the bus stop, soccer field, dinner table, or local grocery store, adults reinforce the messages of heterosexism. A well-intentionedadult’s questions or comments about romantic interests often assume opposite sex attraction, leaving a lesbian, gay, or bisexual youth uncomfortable or, worse, ashamed. Casual comments on how happy heterosexual couples look can sound like indictments to LGB youth. Messages that pressure youth into heterosexuality, although often unintended, are far from rare. In fact, such messages surround us and create a heteronormative social reality that LGB youth must wade through. Two college students, Lisa and Christina, blog about the effects of heteronormativity: “A hetero-normative perspective or bias is one that implicitly or explicitly believes that the only ‘normal’ perspective is one which is heterosexual, which understands gender and sexual identity as static concepts.”2 The implication? Heterosexuality is seen as normal while lesbian, gay, and bisexual youth are viewed as abnormal.

Safe Spaces, however, goes beyond the experiences of lesbian, gay, and bisexual youth with heterosexism to include young people who are transgender. Being lesbian, gay, or bisexual is about one’s sexual orientation—a person’s feelings of romantic or sexual attraction. Being transgender, on the other hand, has to do with an individual’s sense of gender, not sexual orientation. In fact, transgender youth may identify as lesbian, gay, bisexual, asexual, or heterosexual. The term transgender is an umbrella term that encompasses a broad spectrum of individuals who feel and express their gender in ways that are considered outside the norm. Individuals who identify as transsexual, intersex, gender nonconforming, queer, genderqueer, or as a cross-dresser would be included beneath the transgender umbrella. Other youth whose gender identity or expression falls outside the typical bounds of societal normativity may also claim the label transgender as an identity. In short, transgender is both an umbrella term for many identities and an identity in and of itself.

In U.S. society, youth not only experience pressures to be heterosexual, but they also receive messages that suggest everyone is or should be cisgender. A cisgender person is someone who “possess[es] a gender identity or perform[s] in a gender role that society considers appropriate for one’s sex.”3 In other words the term cisgender refers to someone who is not transgender. Our society, like most, codifies a gender binary in assuming that everyone is either male or female. We give little recognition to (or deem abnormal) individuals who are born with ambiguous genitalia (e.g., intersex people) or those who refuse to chose one of the two commonly accepted identities of male or female (e.g., queer, genderqueer, and gender-nonconforming people). We also teach young people that their birth sex (determined by their genitalia) should dictate their gender identity. Unfortunately, sex (biology) and gender (psychosocial sense of self) are not necessarily the same thing. For some transgender people, their birth sex may not align with the gender they believe themselves to be. Yet society normalizes anyone whose gender identity matches the biological sex they are born with and marginalizes everyone else.

Our society also teaches youth that they should express their gender (through clothing, hairstyles, makeup, etc.) in a manner that matches their biological sex. Adults reinforce “appropriate” forms of gender expression by praising youth when they behave or dress in ways that align with traditional gender norms. For instance, boys who want to wear nail polish and skirts are often reprimanded or ostracized by parents, neighbors, teachers, and sometimes strangers, while those who dress in more acceptable attire (i.e., jeans, t-shirts, athletic jerseys) are viewed as normal.

Another way our society restricts gender expression is through the strict use of traditional gender pronouns. We refer to biological males as “he” and females as “she” even if that is not how they identify. Some transgender or genderqueer youth even prefer gender neutral pronouns such as ze, hir, or hirself (instead of she/he, her/ his, or herself/himself). Yet, our society frowns upon youth who ask to be called an “inappropriate” or uncommon pronoun.

LGBT youth seek out messages from family members, teachers, coaches, religious figures, and community leaders as they try to understand how they fit into the world. They want to know things like: “Do people think I am different, bad, or abnormal? Am I supported? Does my family love me the way I am? Will I be rejected or harmed if people find out about my sexual orientation or gender identity? Is this person or place safe?” Too often, the answers to these questions are inferred from negative messages received in homes, neighborhoods, and schools. LGBT youth are like sponges, absorbing all of the negative messages that surround them. Safe Spaces offers insight into the prevalence and power of messaging. We also provide suggestions on how to send affirming messages to the LGBT youth in your life.

Our Approach to Youth

Whether you are reading Safe Spaces with the intention of supporting a young child or a college student, this book has something to offer. Throughout the book, we use the terms youth and young people to describe individuals as young as five to as old as twenty-five. We believe it is myopic to read about what life is like for LGBT youth only by asking young children, preteens, teenagers, or young adults. To truly comprehend the realities of LGBT youth, a wide-angle lens is necessary. Here’s why:

Ask any lesbian, gay, or bisexual adult about when they first knew they were not heterosexual. Many will admit they felt crushes on same-gender teachers and camp counselors as early as age five or six. Or talk with transgender people who can tell you tales about their desire to dress in or play with toys designed for the “other

















Copyright 2012 by Annemarie Vaccaro, Gerri August, and Megan S. Kennedy

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, except for the inclusion of brief quotations in a review, without prior permission in writing from the publisher.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Vaccaro, Annemarie.

Safe spaces : making schools and communities welcoming to LGBT youth / Annemarie Vaccaro, Gerri August, and Megan S. Kennedy ; foreword by Barbara M. Newman.

p. cm.

Includes bibliographical references and index.

ISBN 978–0–313–39368–6 (hardback : acid-free paper) — ISBN 978–0–313–39369–3 (ebook) — 979-8-216-14133-4 (ePub)

1. Sexual minority youth—United States. 2. Sexual minority youth—Psychology—United States. 3. Sexual minority youth—Education—United States. 4. Public schools—Social aspects—United States. I. August, Gerri. II. Kennedy, Megan S. III. Title.

HQ76.27.Y68V33 2012

306.76'608350973—dc23 2011033278

ISBN: 978–0–313–39368–6

EISBN: 978–0–313–39369–3

16 15 14 13 12 1 2 3 4 5

This book is also available on the World Wide Web as an eBook.

Visit www.abc-clio.com for details.

Praeger

An Imprint of ABC-CLIO, LLC

ABC-CLIO, LLC

130 Cremona Drive, P.O. Box 1911

Santa Barbara, California 93116-1911

This book is printed on acid-free paper [image: ]

Manufactured in the United States of America

OEBPS/html/images/3_1.jpg
SAFE SPACES

Making Schools and
Communities Welcoming
to LGBT Youth

Annemarie Vaccaro, Gerri August,
and Megan S. Kennedy

Foreword by Barbara M. Newman

@ PRAEGER

AN IMPRINT OF ABC-CLIO, LLC
Santa Barbara, California ® Denver, Colorado ® Oxford, England





OEBPS/html/images/4_1.jpg





OEBPS/nav.xhtml


	

	

	

		Cover



		Title Page



		Dedication



		Contents



		Foreword



		Acknowledgments



		Introduction



		1 The Marginalization of LGBT People



		2 LGBT Identity



		3 Sharing the Struggles: The Role of Allies



		4 Family: From Exclusion to Nurturance



		5 Inside the Classroom Walls



		6 Outside the Classroom Walls



		7 We Are Our Communities



		Conclusion



		Queerossary of Terms



		Appendix: LGBT Resource List



		Notes



		Index



		About the Authors



		eCopyright













		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193











OEBPS/html/images/cover.jpg
Making Schools
and Communities
Welcoming

to LGBT Youth

Annemarie Vaccaro, Gerri August,
and Megan S. Kennedy






