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Abstract 

This thesis explores the public high school experiences of three self- 

identified lesbians in Nova Swtia. A series of in depth interviews were 

conducted to gain an understanding of school experiences of participants, 

and to gain an understanding of the organizational factors present in Nova 

Scotian public high schools that affect lesbian students' experiences within 

the system. Participants spoke to social and curricular experiences within 

school communities, and to experiences with family and friends. Their voices 

are presented and explored as an investigation of their experiences within 

the public system. The conclusion of this thesis offers suggestions for 

schools that wish to make their communities inclusive of ail students. 
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Chapter 1 : Introduction 

School is "an institution governed and supported by the state in this 

country [that] can be safely said to refiect hegemonic ideologyn (Khayatt, 

1994, p.49). This ideology is represented in the dominant voices that have 

marginalized lesbian students through homophobic and heterosexist 

language and acts in the hallways and classrooms of Nova Scotia schooIs. 

In Nova Scotia, silence has surrounded the expenences of lesbians in 

the public school system. The presence of hornophobia and heterosexism in 

this system has strengthened this silence, rendering lesbians invisible. They 

have been relegated to the margins or completely ignored as students of 

difference. But unlike the women who experience it, this systemic oppression 

is not silent. Often the hatred screarns through verbal and physical assault, 

or more quietly speaks through graffiti, and through inaction by teachers and 

administrators who ignore violent acts of hornophobia. Greatly apparent is 

the absence of representation in curncula. 

Of critical importance in this research is my deep connection to it. In 

the late seventies and early eighties, 1 completed public schooi having the 

knowledge that my sexual orientation was not valued or even recognized as 

anything my Cape Breton community would respect. The homophobia I 

experienced as a high school student was an accepted and often supported 

forrn of discrimination. Recentfy, as a teacher in the public systern, I have 

witnessed schools that have rnoved slightly toward places of acceptance of 



lesbian sexuality. Unfortunately, we are still greatly distanced from support 

and celebration of difference. With this knowledge, I bring to my research a 

desite to aflow the voices of some lesbian students in Nova Scotia to be 

heard. It is my hope that the sound of these voices rnay render their silence 

a little less deafening- 

There is no one lesbian high school experience; this work is not 

meant to represent the voices of al1 lesbians who have cornpleted Nova 

Scotia public schoof. Participants were asked to refiect on their sexual 

orientation in relation to their high school expenences. Their voices are 

presented as a means for readers to gain an understanding of each woman 

and her experience within the public school systern. The purpose of this 

research is to investigate the public system through the voices of these self- 

identified lesbians who have survived their high school experiences. It is my 

hope that the voices of participants will bring the reader to an understanding 

of the organizational factors present in these schools that affect lesbian 

students' experiences within the system. 

It would be sirnplistic to Say that al1 people who self identify as 

lesbians agree on a single definition. The notion of 'the lesbian identity' is 

dualistic in nature; it suggests that either a person is or isn't, and that sexual 

orientation is static. In that ail social expenences are fluid, a person's 

sexuality cannot be neatly defined. "Sexual identities and meanings are, like 

other areas of human life, profoundly shaped by culture and social structure. 

They are also constructecl out of our life histonesn (Herdt, 1989, p. 18). 



lncluded in the perspective of this work is the notion that sexualities are 

çocialIy constructed. The importance of school as a social site for the 

construction of identity will be explored and presented in this research. 

Through the voices of lesbian students 1 will attempt to uncover the systemic 

and societal oppression faced by them within this system. 

I want to reach and present the voies of these students so that they 

may speak to a variety of readers, through research grounded in the 

importance of giving voice to those who appear in the research. It is rny hope 

that other students and teachers will take the opportunity to read the 

experiences of these students and to firtd knowkdge from and through their 

words. 



Chapter 2: Related Literature 

Much of the writing about and by lesbian students speaks to 

experiences of survival rather than achievernent. Literature often overlooks 

successful lesbian experiences in favour of difficulties in school settings. 

Atthough statistically lesbians have a greater chance of achieving univerçity 

degrees than their heterosexual counterparts (Bain, Colyer, Newton, & 

Hawes, 1994, p. 59), writing around school expenence largely focuses on 

stmggles Iesbian students face in a system that either ignores or negativeiy 

highlights their presence. Blatant and more subtly disguised homophobic 

and heterosexist attempts to ignore or eradicate lesbian presence in schools 

speak loudly to students of difference who are forced to attend the high 

school institution. 

Until the mid 1970s lesbians were written into the psychiatrie world as 

deviants. Anyone born before 1973 Iived during a time when the Diagnostic 

and Stafistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM) categorized homosexuality 

as a mental disorder (American Psychiatric Association, 1952, p-38). In the 

DSM-11 (1973), the category was removed. The DSM-III (1980) included ego- 

dystonic homosexuality for people "whose sexual interests are directed 

primarily toward people of the same sex and who are either disturbed by, in 

conflict with, or wish to change their sexual orientationn (American 

Psychiatric Association, p.281). The DSM-Ill was revised in 1987 and ego- 

dystonic homosexuality was deleted because it was recognised that almost 



al1 people who are homosexual first go through a phase in which their 

homosexuality is ego-dystonic. Fortunately, with the removal of 

hornosexuality and ego-dystonic homosexuality as categories in the DSM, 

there is less interest in conversion or reparative therapy as attempts to 'cure' 

gay, lesbian , and bisexual people. 

Although discrimination is not exclusive to people of a certain age, it 

should be recognised that most teachers and administrators currently in the 

public school system in Nova Scotia were bom before 1973; some have 

been teaching since before that time. This is not to Say that people who lived 

during a time when the medical establishment provided support for 

discrimination against gays and lesbians would be homophobic. 

Homophobia can come from people of al1 ages, as can respect and 

celebration of difference. 

The Sounds of Silence 

"The school setting could offer gay, lesbian, or bisexual adolescents a 

temporary haven where they could feel safe. Unfortunateiy, safety is elusive 

for sexual minonty youthn (Gustavsson 8 MacEachron, 1998, p.43). Even 

though many schools include in their mission statement that learning will 

take place in a safe environment where al1 students are treated with respect, 

1 

t 

lesbian students may find themselves in situations 

not respected, accepted, or even acknowledged 

serves to censor the actions of lesbian students 

where their difference is 

Systemic heterosexism 

by omission (Hammett, 



1 99 1 ). While participating in the school systern, lesbian students receive 

strong messages that their development is abnomal and their prospects for 

personal and family fulfillment are slight (D'Augelli, 1992). Lesbian students 

who choose to be true to themselves and acknowledge their orientation are 

at risk of being harassed, ridiculed or physically attacked. The choice to 

corne out in high school may highlight the futility of the institution's mission 

statement through the inaction of school personnel in dealing with 

hornophobic actions by pers  (Bailey & Phariss, 1 996). 

The values of society and schools are almost exclusively heterosexist. 

Because the education system plays a crucial part in maintaining and 

passing on the values of the society, it is extremely effective in 

accomplishing this task and it is extremely resistant to change (Hughes, 

Johnson, & Perreault. 1 984). Kathleen Malinsky's (1 997) research with 

American lesbian and femaie bisexual high school students suggests that 

these students expect the silence surrounding lesbian issues in curricula and 

the absence of positive role models for students seeking information. 

Through e-mail interviews with lesbian and bisexual high school students, 

Malinsky (1997) identifies the heterosexist system as a factor leading to 

social alienation, depression, and suicide ideation. Her research supports 

the notion that lesbian students in schools are being denied access to 

information on sexual diversity that could foster more positive identity 

development in sexual minority youth. Malinsky (1 997) identifies the 

unavailabitity of information, the lack of positive role models, and a failure to 



provide counselling for lesbian students as reinforcement of the heterosexist 

message that sexual diversity is unacceptable and must be silenced. 

As a direct result of living in silence and being relegated to the 

margins, the challenge to lesbian students may be one of survival. For 

lesbian and gay adolescents, suicide is the leading cause of death, and the 

incidence of homelessness is very high (Bailey & Phariss, 1996). Ridicule 

from teachers, harassment from students, and other discriminatory practices 

interfere with the ability to leam and frequently cause gay and lesbian 

adolescents to ieave school altogether (Uribe, 1994). For those students 

who do survive the system, their invisibility is supported by the fact that "we 

teach literature by gays and lesbians and never mention their homosexuality" 

(Hammett. 1991, p.251). The absence of lesbian and gay Iiterature and role 

models is a reflection of a system that supports the hegemonic ideology that 

heterosexuality is normative, socially encouraged, or expected (Khayatt, 

1992). The silence surrounding lesbian and gay issues in curricula supports 

the powerful discourse that lesbian sexuality is sornething that should remain 

hidden. 

Lesbian students who seek to see themselves within their school 

curricula often face the task of decoding anti-gay messages and inaccurate 

information. According to Anthony DJAugelli (1 992): 

Accu rate information is not reâdily available for 

lesbians and gay teenagers. Indeed, few topics in 

secondary schools' human sexuality curricula 



evoke such controversy and antipathy as 

homosexuality. The lack of accu rate information 

perpetuates feelings of inadequacy and fear, 

leading most lesbian and gay teens to hide their 

identity from others. The impact on their personal 

development during later adolescence is 

profound: those who conceal their orientation 

enact variants of a heterosexual identity, and 

those who reveal their identity are subject to 

harassment and abuse (p- 213). 

Concealing orientation rnay be essential for lesbian students who fear 

being ostracized by peers. In a system that expects students to abide by 

heteronomativity, "Iesbian students must associate with heterosexual peers 

who they believe will accept thern only if they pose as heterosexual" (Martin 

and Hetrick, 1988, p. 170). Unlike other minority students, lesbians may Iive 

in fear of being excluded from their peer group by simply being discovered 

for who they are. 

Heterosexuaiitv 1 0 1 

"Identity is what you can Say you are acwrding to what they Say you 

can ben (Johnston, 1973, p. 68). Underlying the messages delivered by 

school about what young women can 'bel is the assumption that they will be 

heterosexual. Compulsory heterosexuality is enforced through enormous 



social pressures to many, to please men, and to be appealing to them 

(Khayatt, 1 994). Messages received in the public system support the widely 

held view that being lesbian is wrong or immoral. Research around lesbian 

and gay participation in schools supports the idea that students who iive 

outside prescribed heterosexual roles are often subjected to acts of 

discrimination. Studies completed with lesbian and gay students in high 

schools suggest that almost al[ hear homophobic comments in comdors and 

many are subjected to harassment or physical attack (see, for example: 

Bass & Kaufmann, 1996; Jordan, Vaughn, & Woodworth, 1997;TeIljohann & 

Price, 1993). In their research with high schooi students in Chicago, Jordan, 

Vaughn, and Woodworth (1997) identified that even though participants 

heard derogatory language targeting lesbian and gay students at least once 

a day the large majority felt positive about their sexual orientation. Although 

most participants in this study identified having had positive experiences with 

peers in their immediate friendship circle and sorne teachers on staff, 

participants identified a need for school staffs to enforce rules against bias 

and harassment, to make visible lesbian, gay, and bisexual issues in 

coursework, and to support school-based groups for lesbian, gay, and 

bisexual students (p.31). 

Heterosexist messages in schools are spoken through the discourse 

of the powerful and clearly prescribe the role of women. Although progress 

has been made in the area of prescnbed sex roles, it is obvious in high 

school corridors that young men hold a great deal of power when it comes to 



deciding who fits and who does not. Students are inundated daily by media 

images that clearly categoflze and value women largely as sexual objects- 

The abundance and frequency of these messages clearly indicate the 

pressure young women face to abide by the rules of fernininity. 

Compounding the feelings of disconnection and confusion experienced by 

lesbian adolescents, these messages of rnasculinity rnay contribute to "a 

trernendous intemal struggle to understand and accept thernselvesn (Bailey 

& Phanss, 1996, p. 39). Because the labels lesbians bear often corne frorn 

institutions that give strength to and gain strength from the heterosexual 

hegemony, their struggle to develop an identity will be more problernatic. 

Lesbian students are then challenged to refrarne notions of identity that have 

been forced upon them through societal messages. 

Don't Ask, Don't TelI, Don't Lose 

For lesbian adolescents in school, "the rewards for being normal are 

so great that those who can pass willn (Uribe & Harbeck, 1992, p-14). The 

assumption that she is heterosexual rnay mean safety for a lesbian student 

fearing recognition by her peers. The desire for an unidentified lesbian rnay 

be that her sexuality or that of others is never spoken about. Nancy 

Manahan (1982) suggests that '... the mention of a taboo topic is so charged 

that it expands to fil1 a much larger space than it actually occupies" (p. 66). 

Although denying her the opportunity to celebrate the accomplishments of 

publicly known lesbians with Iike-minded peers, avoiding the mention of self 



identified lesbians rnay allow her to feel the safety she desires. Recognising 

that bnnging attention to publicly known lesbians could also bring attention to 

her sexual orientation, she may work tu pass as nonnal to protect herself 

from overt dism-mination by peers. Unfonunately, young women who find 

safety in this silence will have to pay the prïce: the emotionaf costs of leading 

a double Iife or carrying her "iittle secret" are incalculable (UrÎbe, 1 994). 

Lesbian students receiving heteronormative messages may feeI that 

they have no choice but to hide their orientation from the rest of their worid. 

Dunng the penod when many of their peers are expenmenting with romantic 

relationships, many young lesbians are attempting to confom to the 

heterosexual standard or are avoiding intimate relationships cumpletely. At a 

time when heterosexual students are developing social skills and a sense of 

self, many lesbian students are watching from the margins. Their chosen 

silence becornes neœssary to allow them safety in a world that often fears 

and loathes them. Lesbian students who have same-sex feelings of 

attraction but appear heterosexual may live in fear that if the twth were 

known, they would be subjected to the sarne torture they see inflicted on 

those who appear lesbian (Bass & Kaufman, 1996). In her work with 

lesbians in Britain, Gillian Dunne (1997) notes that adolescents are 

"bombarded with images of what it means to be an adult woman ... wtiich 

sewe to place boundanes around emotional and sexual expression in such a 

way as to produce a heterosexual outcornen (p. 71). Participants in Dunne's 

(1997) research identified "avenues of escapen such as relationships with 



less boyfriend-oriented peers. participation in cornpetitive sports, and striving 

for educational success as school factors that allowed them to avoid an 

"apprenticeship to heterosexualityn during their high school experiences 

(p.74). Dunne's participants used their avenues of escape to remain invisible 

and face struggles with identity in silence. 

Farnilv Surmort for Academic Success 

Because lesbians often become aware of their sexual orientation 

during adolescence (Martin & Hetrick, 1988; Boatwnght, Gilbert, Forest, & 

Ketzenberger, 1996; Schneider, 1989; Unbe 8 Harbeck, 1992; Bailey 8 

Phariss, 1 W6), their struggle for understanding and accurate information is 

compounded by their place of residence. Most lesbian students live at home 

and are therefore forced to Iive with the duality of finding this understanding 

while living with parents whose support is extremely important. Lesbian 

students are forced to make decisions around coming out to parents, and 

therefore risk a loss of the support that can contribute to successful 

academic experiences. Although the range of parental reaction to a 

daughter's sexuality is varied, the ability to exert control over their child 

during adolescence is often great and in some cases, lesbian adolescents 

are forced out of the family system (Johnson & Colucci, 1999). The loss of 

family support c m  be extremely difficult for a young woman depending on 

family support during her high schooi years. It can be a tremendous blow for 



families who are unable to reconcile their child's sexuality with moral and 

religious values (Bailey & Phariss, 1996) 

It would be difficult for any self disclosed lesbian to deny that she has 

heard a disastrous story about a lesbian woman coming out to her parents- 

Coming out stories to parents are often framed in apologies and lengthy 

explanations of sexual orientation so that parents don? take 'blame' for their 

daughter's reality. Fear of family reaction has been cited as one reason a 

lesbian may wait until years after realising her orientation to disclose to her 

family (DIAugelli, 1992). Lesbians may find themselves creating situations 

that make it more difficult for parents to realise, or, as in the case of one 

eighteen year old woman: "1 deterrnined that when rny parents found out 1 

was gay, they would not be able to kick me out of the house because I would 

be a rnodel daughter in every other wayn (Joanne, as cited in Heron, 1994, 

p.40)- 

Being a model child rnay contribute to what the Iiterature has 

described as a period of "delayed" or "çecondn adolescence (Boatwright, et 

al., 1996; Fassinger, 1995; Smith, 1988). Development of a Iesbian 'identity' 

can become delayed or denied in situations where high school lesbians 

choose to opt for silence rather than disclosure. Because many lesbians do 

not accept their sexual orientation during the adolescent years, it is during 

the period of early adulthood that it becomes safe to explore issues of 

relationship, career, and identity. Many lesbian women in their early 

adulthood finally reach a space where they can explore what many others 



have explored during their teenage years. This is often the first time she is 

free from her parents' gaze and in a place where she shares her sexual 

orientation with other women. As with adolescents working through this 

developmental stage, les bian women may experience identity confusion and 

ernotional distress (Boatwright, et al., 1996). The impact of this on career 

decision-making rnay mean that vocational development will also become 

unclear and delayed (Belz, 1 993; Boatwnght et al., 1 996; Fassinger, 1 995). 

Proiect 1 0 

Recognising that traditional support structures designed to sewe al1 

chiidren do not sewe gay, lesbian, and bisexual youth (Uribe & Harbeck, 

1992), school systems must develop programs that will address their needs. 

Responding to same-sex oriented student needs, Virginia Uribe, a 30-year 

teacher at Fairfax High School in California, developed and implemented 

PROJECT 'i O in 1 985. U ribe's intention was to reduce the effects of anti-gay 

and lesbian discrimination by 'creating a rnodel counseling program for both 

homosexuaI and heterosexual youth in the Los Angeles Unified School 

District, consisting of education, school safety measures, hurnan rights 

advocacy, drop-out prevention strategies, and use of comrnunity resourcesn 

(Uribe & Harbeck, 1992, p.18). PROJECT 10, which has been adopted by 

the Los Angeles school district, invited lesbian and gay students to rneet 

weekly at lunchtirne on an informa1 basis, and provided education and 

support to al1 students and staff requinng information on same-sex issues. 



Uribe assessed the program in 1986 by interviewing gay, lesbian, and 

bisexual students to identify some problerns, attitudes, and experiences. 

Interestingly, Uribe Iimited her study of these students to 50, citing that "it 

was felt that a larger sample would not have yielded significantly different 

resuItsn (Uribe & Harbeck, 1992, p.21). l ier findings around experiences with 

lesbian, gay, and bisexual students as targets of discriminatory acts of 

heterosexism and homophobia in schools support al1 other literature in this 

area. Uribe also used questionnaires to survey the 'general student 

population' at Fairfax. Her intention was to measure the "beliefs and 

attitudinal changes of those teenagers who experienced school-based 

educational programs that portrayed homosexuality and bisexuality as 

variations on a continuum of human sexual expression and emotional 

attachment" (Uribe & Harbeck, 1992, p. 10). The results were positive, 

suggesting that students felt that the subject of homosexuality was an 

appropriate topic for discussion and that students felt that PROJECT 10 

allowed students to get accurate information on gay, lesbian, and bisexual 

issues. Uribe identifies that overall, students at Fairfax revealed a 

remarkable lack of resistance to the program (Uribe & Harbeck, 1992, p.24). 

Although it is unfortunate that there is need for programs like 

PROJECT 10 to address the needs of lesbian students in schools today, we 

are fortunate to Iive in a time wtiere school systems are beginning attempts 

to meet these needs. Ideally, al1 lesbians will reach a place in their Iives 

where they feel safety and respected in school experiences. Unfortunately, 



teachers and administrators "as official representatives of the state, are 

commonly assumed to embody dominant social values" (Khayatt, 1990, 

p.81). School systems charged with being responsible for quality education 

need to recognise that all students are not being represented and protected 

within the system. 

Overview 

This literature recognises that iesbian students face great challenges 

within heterosexist and sometimes homophobic school systerns- Although 

lesbian students share experiences of oppression with other marginalized 

students in schools, their negative experiences occur in systerns that often 

condone acts of homophobia through silence and inaction by staff rnemberç. 

Compounding the struggles of lesbian students is the double-edged sword of 

invisibility that can both protect and hurt them if they choose to abide by it. 

Research that seeks to find positives in the experiences of lesbian 

students who participate in heterosexist systems seems to find that schools 

are producing strong young women who develop survival skills needed to 

endure their expenences in school systerns. Lesbian students appear to 

have to expend a great deal of energy dealing with their experiences of 

oppression and discrimination that their heterosexual peers do not. 

The findings in this Iiterature paraltel the research in this thesis. The 

experiences of participants in this work support research that speaks to 

experiences of oppression and discrimination against lesbian students in 



high school systems. As well, al1 participants in this work demonstrated skills 

and personal qualities that propelleci them through the system- The strength, 

humour, and creativity each brought to this process were examples of their 

abilities to face the hostile school environment, work within and through it, 

and survive. Their stories speak of the strength needed to find 

understanding and develop community in the elusive safety descnbed in 

literature and research in this area. 



Chapter 3: Methodology and Method 

Institutional Ethnoclra~hv 

The "grand narrativec that has been developed to capture social 

reality has provided us with dualisms that reduce Iived experience to 

eitherlor situations. This modemist view of the worid attempts to categorize 

actions and choices into good and bad, right and wrong. Defining the lesbian 

school experience would serve only to strengthen this master narrative, 

categon'zing al1 lesbian students as having the same experience. This 

research avoids reducing the voices of women's Iived experience into neat 

packages that may be opened to reveal a truthful segment of this grand 

narrative. In an attempt to connect experiences of oppression that occur 

during participation in an institution that represents hegemonic ideology, I 

provide a space where the voices of some lesbian students can be heard. 

Using the methodology of institutional ethnography developed by 

Dorothy Smith (1987). 1 employed a sociological approach that recognizes 

participants as experts in their own experiences. Acwrding to Smith (1 987): 

... each of us is an expert practitioner of Our 

everyday world, knowledgeable in the ways of 

how it is put together and of its routine daily 

accomplishment. It is the individual's working 

knowledge of her everyday world that provides 

the beginning of the inquiry (p. 154). 



Developing another form of sociological inquiry through institutional 

ethnograph y, Srnith (1 987) recognizeç the importance of beginning with: 

. . . people as su bjects active in the same world as 

we are situated in as bodies. Subject is located at 

the beginning of her acts - work and other 

political activities; throug h these she joins with 

others, knawn and unknown, in bringing into being 

a world that they have, but do not necessarily 

know, in wmrnon (p. 141). 

As experts in this research, participants share their experiences of 

being lesbian in the public school system. Using institutional ethnography as 

a framework. their words are investigated as "a means of grasping the social 

relations organizing worlds of their experience" (Smith, 1987. p. 1 53). 

Analysis of the public school systern through the experiences of participants 

serves to uncover institutional relations within the system. Institutional 

ethnography is: 

... the explication of institutional relations [that] 

brings to Iight not only comrnon bases of 

experience but also bases of experience that 

are not cornmon but are grounded in the same 

set of social relations. An institutional 

ethnography thus explicates social relations 

generating characteristic bases of experience 



in an institutional process (Smith, 1987, 

p- 176). 

This research accesses knowledge of participants' everyday wodds 

through interviews with self-identified lesbians who have completed the 

public school system in Nova Scotia. The intention is not to irnply a cornrnon 

viewpoint among participants, but to present their stories from where they 

are and in the way they were spoken- An exploration of participant 

experiences within the institution will attempt to uncover an organization of 

social relations that affect the lives of lesbians within the public system. 

Smith's (1 987) methodology relies on the voices of participants in that: 

. . .the "institutionai" cornplex might be explored 

from a nurnber of different sites in women's 

experience, each one bringing into view an aspect 

unavailable to the other and together making it 

possible to piece together a picture of its 

organization and the reiations it organises (p.148). 

Much of the literature relevant to lesbian experiences in schools has 

allowed for the voices of women to be heard. Apparent in the text are voices 

that speak themselves into existence in their worlds. Researchers 

participating in work with lesbian participants come from an understanding 

that their knowledge has to "encompass both the world that she experiences 

directly from herself, in her body as centre, and the world that is externat to 

herself (Khayatt, 1992, p.92). The intention of this research is to create a 



space where participants can a d  and speak on their own behalf without 

rornanticizing the subject and experienced based knowledge (Lather, 1 991 ). 

As Smith (1 987) asserts: 

Rather than taking up issues and problems as 

they have been defined and established in the 

discipline, the a h  is to explicate the actual social 

processes and practices organizing people's 

everyday experience from a standpoint in the 

everyday world. ... this means a sociology that 

does not transform people into objects, but 

presewes their presence as subjects (p. 151 ). 

There is no one lesbian experience. Knowledge gained through 

interviews with lesbian students serves to illuminate "not only cornmon bases 

of experience but also bases of experience that are not common but 

grounded in the same set of social relationsn (Smith, 1987, p. 176). An 

analysis of the intewiews "offer[s] a mode in which women c m  find 

lineaments of the oppression they share with others and of different 

oppressions rooted in the same matnx of relationsn (Smith, 1987, p. 154). 

Recognising that participants wili corne to and participate in the system from 

different positions, this research makes visible the systemic hegemonic 

practices that affect their experiences within that system. 



Research Desian 

ln a series of interviews, I entered into dialogues with three self- 

identified lesbians who had cornpleted the public school system in Nova 

Scotia. Each participant had an awareness of her sexual orientation during 

at least some of her high school years. Interviews averaged one hour and 

began with each participant giving a bnef biograp hical sketch. Intewiews 

were loosely guided by questions around lesbian 'identity", participant 

experienœ with her wming out procesç, participant refiections on her 

experience as a student who had self identified (either to herself only, or 

openly to others) as lesbian in her school and social group, participant 

experiences of an acknowledged presence or absence of lesbiandgays in 

curriculum, participant interaction with curriculum, participant experiences 

with peerç in school, and participant experiences with teachers and school 

administrators. Initial interviews were transcribed and checked for accuracy 

&y participants before cornpleting subsequent interviews. Themes from initial 

interviews were investigated in subsequent intentiews. These are the thernes 

investigated through participants' voices in the body of this work. 

Partici~ant Search 

The cost of visibility for lesbian students can be extremely high. Fear 

of family reaction and peer rejection are important barriers to wming out and 

cause many lesbians to label their sexual orientation during adolescence, 

but not act on those feelings for several years (D'Augelli, 1992). In a world 



where lesbianism is met with resistance and fear, it makes sense that young 

women would keep their identities to themselves, or confide in few. Due to 

this reality, finding participants for this research meant using resources that 

had no chance of outing' those who chose to participate. 

Students who are lesbian will sometimes disclose their orientation to 

teachers with whorn they feel safe. It was my hope that through my network 

of lesbian teachers and counsellors 1 wouid be able to find students who had 

self-identified and would be willing to participate in in-depth interviews about 

their experiences in the school system. As it was, connecting with colleagues 

did not provide me with anyone willing to be a participant. 

After searching for participants through my persona1 network, I 

accessed university campus pride groups through email, spoke to a 

women's group at The Lesbian, Gay and Bisexual Youth Project in Halifax, 

and emailed and teiephoned university-aged friends whorn 1 hoped would be 

able to identify potential participants. 

Initially, this search produced three participants quickly and I was 

ready to begin. Two participants and 1 met easily. A third participant and l 

arranged a time and meeting place, but she did not am-ve. I attempted to 

reach her following O u r  misconnection but my phone c a b  were not returned. 

I was back to the participant search. 

Because I have lived in Halifax as a (somewhat) out lesbian for twelve 

years, I felt reiatively confident that 1 would be able to find a third participant 

'outing' occurs when a lesbian or gay person's sexual orientation is revealed by someone 
else without her or his permission and/or knowledge. 



without much difficulty. I was wrong. After searching relentlessly through my 

personal network and trying the snowball technique with participants, two 

weeks had passed and I was still without a third participant. My hope was 

waning when a well-known Canadian artist came to town. 

There are some events that happen in Canada that will attract a large 

number of lesbians. A Jann Arden concert is one of those events. Being in a 

Iine-up at a Jann Arden concert c m  feel like marching in a gay pride parade. 

It is also custornary for local lesbian and gay bars to be busy with women on 

concert nights. it was there that I networked to find my third participant. At a 

club after the concert i was able to connect with a few old fn'ends and 

describe my research and the participant profile. Three days later I received 

a cal1 and arranged the first interview with the third participant. 

Ethical Considerations 

1 bring to this research an understanding of myself as a researcher 

and rny location in the "everyday worldn referred to by Smith (1987). 1 have 

survived the high school experience and recognize that I bring my lived 

experience of almost twenty years ago. My position in this research is one of 

attachment; I am connected to this research by my personal experience and 

corne to it from a position of concern, as a researcher, teacher, and lesbian 

working within the public school system. Ethically, I cannot claim to be 

detached from my own research and, according to Smith, nor should 1. 

"Taking sides, beginning from some position with some concern, does not 



destroy the 'scientific' character of the enterprise" (Smith, 1987, p.177). My 

connection to this research does not allow me to be separate from it. 

I have begun this research by recognising my connection to it with al1 

participants. Each participant was made aware of my position as teacher and 

my lesbianism before interviews were held. As well, each participant signed 

an informed consent form (see Appendix) outlining the purpose of the study, 

rny commitment to the research, and rights of participants. It was my feeling 

that coming out to participants was important in establishing safety and 

rapport in interviews. Corning out also highlighted my connection with and 

desire to do this work. 



Chapter 4: Participants' Voices 

Ani 

I was 15 at the time that it first popped into my 

brain, [In] rny last year in junior high. And I was 

job shadowing the last month of schooi at [a local 

restaurant]. And, um, I was thinking one of the 

waitresses was pretty cute, and I didn't know what 

was going on. It was never really talked about in 

my family - lesbian and gay and al1 that kind of 

stuff. So, to be tnithfut I don't think I really knew 

what it meant fufly at that time. So, I had the Iittle 

attraction happening and the job shadowing was 

over and I just pushed it out of rny mind for that 

tirne. 

And then, six months Iater in my photography 

class in high school, there was another pretty cute 

girl. And I thought there must be something to it, 

so I started thinking about what it meant to me 

and stuff- And then a few months after that I made 

these new friends in high school, and I finally 

came out. And I was 16 then. 



Ani is a nineteen-year-old Caucasian woman who attended a city 

school with a student population of approximately 1000. She is one credit 

short of graduating and last attended high school in June, 1999. 

Well, nght off the bat, when I was still in grade 9, 

you know 15 years old, I had a crush on this girl 

who was at my junior high with me. So I came out 

when I was 15. Which was kind of surprising for 

everybody. and me. 

So, all of my relationships are with women and 

have been since I was like 15. 

[Being lesbian for me means] just the kind of 

spiritual. physical, emotional attachment to 

women. 

Meghan is a twenty year old Caucasian woman who attended a rural 

high school with a student population of approximately 1100. She graduated 

from high school in 1998. 



Lynn 

This is the first time I've talked about this seriously 

with someone. 

1 Iike women and not men. I think I've always 

known, too. Even when I was Iittle I never really 

was into guys. But I never really thought about it. I 

was just kind of ... young, so I was into other 

things. But I started to Iike think about it when l 

was probably in grade seven. 1 started to be 

attracted to [women], And, I would think about 

them and stuff. 

The last time I was actually dating a guy was 

probably grade nine. I don't even know why I did, 

because I wasn't even really attracted to them. 

Like, I think I just did because everybady was. 

And, I don't know. I was so young. 

The first time I actually knew someone that was 

gay was with C's sister. Of course, that was only 

three years ago. 



Lynn is a nineteen year old Caucasian woman who attended a 

suburban high school with a student population of approximately 1000 

students. She graduated from high school in 1999. 



Coming Out To Parents 

S~eakinu I nside/Out 

Coming out is not a solitary event. It is a Oifelong process that begins 

the moment a lesbian becomes aware of her sexual orientation. Lesbians 

come out to themselves at the moment of self-awareness. Although 

frequency and levels of out-ness differ among lesbians, coming out to others 

will most often follow this awareness. 

Coming out to parents is seen as a mornumental event in lesbian 

communities. Lesbians offering support to otherç exploring the idea of 

coming out to parents commonly share storïes of parental reactions. This 

sharing can give lesbians an opportunity to process strategies of presenting 

to parents a situation that often does not fit with their hopes and dreams for 

their child. Parental reactions can range from amplete acceptance and 

support to ostracism and disinheritance. For women choosing not to corne 

out, there will be safety in the maxim: unless i tell them directly, they will not 

know for sure. 

Messages received from parents affect if and when lesbians come 

out. It can be difficult to gauge potential parental reaction when the risk of 

ostracism looms. For some lesbians, the choice t o  come out is not theirs. 

Although Ani had often thought about coming out to her parents, the timing 

of the event wasn't hers: 



I was staying sornewhere else for the month of 

August of 1998. 1 was 18, It wasn't too long ago, I 

guess maybe 2 yearç. My mother went through 

my room and found some stuff from my ex- 

girlfiend, and she found my journal thing. 

Being outed can be the beginning of an intense stniggle to be in a 

family that is no Ionger accepting. For Ani, this was the case. After her 

mother found her journal, she struggled with her in silence. Her mother did 

not want to discuss the possibility of her living as a lesbian and as a result, in 

the year and a half since her mother discovered her joumal, there has not 

been substantial conversation around Ani's sexuality: 

She brought it [the journal] al1 to the place I was 

staying with a little letter from her, and then we 

didnft talk for a week. And when we finally did talk, 

she didn't talk anything about it. She went away.. . 

for 3 weeks, and when she came back we had 

another talk about it. Then we didn't talk about it 

again until [ast July. So we basically have talked 

about it 3 times. 

in the three times Ani described talking to her mother about her 

sexuality, she recounted her mother's references to religion as support for 

her disapproval. Ani's family, with whom she lives presentty, consists of her 

biological mother and grandmother, and their male partnets. She describes 



her family as being deeply connected to a traditional religion that is strongly 

against the "whole homosexuality thing." In the rare attempts to respond to 

Ani's sexual orientation, her mother has repeatedly referred to the devil and 

to her feeling that being lesbian is morally wrong. Ani's grandmother, who 

became aware of Ani's lesbianism through her mother, reinforces these 

ideas: 

And then, the next week my grandmother came 

home ... and she had her little discussion and my 

best friend was right there when she did it. So, 

that was kind of embarrassing. She went kind of 

crazy, jumped around the room and stuff.,.. she 

was hopping around the room, screaming. She 

was jumping around the room and saying that I 

could be a prostitute, and that I could be a whore, 

that 1 could be a lesbian. I don't know. It was like 

she didn't make any sense at all. It was kind of 

funny how she connected, you know, I think there 

were a few more things that she said too. Like 

about, different titles. And like how she connected 

those all. I have no due how. I think she just 

picked as many bad things as she could think of 

at that moment. You know, what she considers 



bad, and said that I muid be them. It made no 

sense. Like she was crazy. 

[Then] she just said that me and your mother 

talked about this. And we're going to let you do 

whatever you want. And it's out of our hands. 8ut, 

god doesn't like it. 

Letting Ani do whatever she wants appears to be one way her mother 

has deaR with her sexual orientation. Accompanied by acceptance, this 

situation would be wonderful. In Ani's situation, however, the idea of leffing 

her be actually means that her sexual orientation has relegated her to a 

much less important place in the family. 

After two conversations with her mother about her sexual orientation, 

Ani attempted to respond to her mother's rage against her sexuality. While 

trying to stand up for herself, she was met with words a child would have 

great difficulty forgetting: 

In the third conversation, she was saying basically 

al1 of the same things, and this was maybe a year 

after her initial finding out. At that point we had a 

dog, and she was thinking about getting a new 

dog. She was saying how she was going to put 

her love for me into that new dog. And just stuff 

like that. - 



That's actually what she said. She said that 

becîuse I was 18 at the time, I was grown up 

now, and it was out of her hands, and ifs up to 

me what I do, and she's not going to worry about 

me anymore. 

The religious idea of 'love the sinner, hate the sin' is present in her 

mothef s approach to her daughter as a person: 

See this is what didn't make sense. On one hand 

she said that she was going to put her love for 

me, or whatever, into the new dog that they were 

getting. But at the same time she said that she did 

stili love me, but she just didn't love what 1 was 

doing, and didn't approve of what I was doing, 

and whatever. She had the whole religious 

aspect. That's basically atl. That her wtiole strong 

point in al1 Our conversations is just basically that. 

For Meghan, religious influence did not play a part in her parents' 

understanding or acceptance of her sexual orientation. Even though she 

describes her parents as liberal, it took Meghan two years to corne out to her 

parents after realising her orientation. She chose to discuss it with them in 

person and at a time when she had been talking with a teacher and school 

administrator about the struggle of keeping her identity from her parents: 



I had been talking about it with my administrator 

and one of the other teachers that 1 was out to. 

So, they knew that '1 was getting very stressed 

out, because having to hide everything from your 

parents is just so stressful. And I wasn't sleeping 

well, and I was getting sick a lot of the time, and 

just stressed. So, I finally. I was just like, you 

know, rnom, dad, I have to tell you sornething- 1 

just can't keep it to rnyself, and I'm just too 

stressed out, and I wony about it al1 the time. 

And, I know that my mother was thinking, oh god, 

she's pregnant. 

Although her mother's heterosexist assumption gave Meghan the 

opportunity to change her course, her need to corne out had arrived. From 

across the kitchen island, as she prepared her lunch for school, she began: 

Morn, Dad, I know, you have, you know, plans for 

al1 of us, and expectations, and I just am not going 

to be able to fulfill what you're expecting for me. 

And, my dad is a really smart guy, and he pretty 

much clicked in right away, and he's like, oh she's 

going to Say it. And, my mom was totally 

oblivious, going 'what are you, what are you 

talking about? We don't pressure you in any way, 



we just, you know, want you to go to a nice 

university.' She thought I was moving into a 

school thing. .. . And I was just like, M m ,  Dad, I'm 

gay - 

Contrary to her description of her parents, Meghan's rnother's 

reaction to her news was not so liberal: 

So, my mother starts crying and walks over 

towards me, and she just kind of stands off by a 

couple of feet going, 'no you're not. What kind of 

kids are you hanging out with?' And. she was just 

totally, like, maybe it's okay for those artsy kids 

you hang out with, maybe this is cool, but young 

lady, this is not cool. 

After a night of reflection, her mother seemed much more poised 

during their next conversation: 

And, then 1 went home, and they called me out 

before dinner. And they were like okay, well we're 

not going to talk about this, we don't want to hear 

about it, and don? you ever mention anything to 

your little siçter, she is too young to know about 

this sort of thing. She was 13 at the time. And I 

was happy enough not to be kicked out, that I was 



Iike okay, you've got rules. We won7 talk about it, 

whatever. 

My mom just went through the whole, like we're 

not talking about this ever, sort of thing. And, 

yeah, they weren't exactly candidates for PFLAG 

[Parents and Friends of Lesbians and Gays] or 

anything. 

Today Meghan describes her parents as being somewhat accepting. 

She explained her mother's transformation and the effort it took to endure 

the period of denial: 

And, rny morn just didn't really know what to do. 

So, we didn't taik about it, at ail. And, 

occasionally, like once every couple of months, 

she wouid kind of do the, oh are you still gay, kind 

of check. And, yeah mom 1 am. Okay, well fine. 

And, she'd be waiting for things to change. 

Given these messages, Meghan chose to avoid discussion of her 

sexual orientation at home, which resulted in her mother receiving 

information about the most intimate part of her Iife from MeghanJs sister: 

And, I don7 think I ever actually said that I was 

dating anybody. Because I didn't want to bring it 

up, cause they didn't want to talk about it. So, my 



older sister was kind of the go between. Or, my 

mother would be Iike, 'she looks really happy, and 

she's got this new frÏend who phones the house 

al1 of the time, what's going on?' And, my sister 

would be like ... 'hold on,' and then she would like 

cal1 me up, because, my mom and I Iived in the 

same house, my sister lived in the city. And, we'd 

be just phoning back and forth, and my sister 

would be Iike, 'what's going on?' I'm Iike, 'I'm 

seeing her; she's really great.' And, then my 

sister would tell my mother, 'oh well it's her 

girifriend.' And, my mother would be Iike 'oh my 

goodness, you know, phone back [and ask] how 

long has this been going on.' So, it woutd go back 

to me, and I was Iike, 'oh since the sumrner.' 

Unlike Ani and Meghan, Lynn's parents accepted her sexual 

orientation imrnediately. Lynn approached coming out to her parents as if 

she were telting them what she had for lunch. As in Lynn's approach to most 

things around her sexuality, she took responsibility for her own actions and 

thought of her parents' reactions as their own. When Lynn came out, it 

wasn't because of years or even nights of contemplation. She came out 

because her partner's mother made it a condition of Lynn's retum to their 

home: 



M's mom asked if her and l were in a relationship. 

And, M said yes. And, then I went home, and M's 

rnom said, you can't corne over until you tell your 

parents. So, I went upstairs and told my parents. 

Lynn describes her reason for not rnaking a big deal of coming out to 

her parents: 

[Sol 1 said, I'rn gay. I'rn going over to see M now. I 

was Iike, see ya. 

Like some people give their parents the option of 

being upset and trying to deal with this, and al1 

that. They don't have to deal with anything. It's my 

persona1 relationship with people, Iike, why is that 

such a big deal? 

As Lynn spoke, it seemed that her heatthy attitude about her sexual 

orientation rnight have corne from living with parents who are open and 

caring. Unlike other participants' parents who seemed to wish that their 

daughters were heterosexual, Lynn's revelation was met only with concem 

that she was and would be okay: 

My mom was Iike, you know, at least you're not 

doing drugs and committing suicide Iike some 

teens feel they have to because of this. Sol I'm 

glad you could tatk to us about it. 



My dad was kind of more cautious about it, 

because of my soccer teams and stuff. He was 

like, sorne of the rnight have a problem with 

this, you might not want to tell thern yet And, I 

was like, well okay, yeah, that's fine, you know, 

you're rig ht. 

Lynn's partners were also immediateiy accepted in their home: 

Like it's the same way with whoever I'm with, as it 

was with rny sister's boyfriend. Like they'll sit there 

and talk to them, and have supper with them, and 

stuff. 

To Lynn, the support she received from her parents in their 

acceptance of her partner suggested their love and understanding: 

They probabiy cared about her [Lynn's partner] 

even more. Just cause they knew it was hard. 

They didn't try to make it any harder. 

How wonderful, 

Dirtv Laundw 

for  many iesbians, parental acceptance comes with conditions. In 

these conditional relationships it might be that being lesbian is okay, as long 

as it is kept in private. Secrecy is something parents might request as 

security for the lesbian daughter's place in the family. Lesbians facing this 



situation might have few conversations with family about their sexual 

orientation, or spend their lives without any other acknowledgement of their 

same sex relationships or the impact of sexuality on their everyday lives. It 

means that she is unable to share the joys and pains that accornpany being 

involved in intimate relationships. For both Ani and Meghan, there were clear 

instructions given on what would be accepted in their parents' houses: 

And she [Ani's grandmother] said that they're not 

going to tell anybody, and they wished that I 

wouldn't tell anybody, so nobody would know. 

In that conversation in July, she [Ani's mother] 

also said that she doesn't want me to bring that 

part of my life around her. She said that you 

know, don't bring girlfnends around, or anything 

like that. And 1 said: "Well what about in 20 or 30 

years when I have a kid? Because 1 want to do 

that someday. That rneans you're not going to 

want to have anything to do with the child, cause 

you don't want to have anything to do with that 

part of my life." She didn't really have anything to 

Say to that. 



Her [Anis' mother] philosophy is that as long as 

you don't act on it, it's not going to be there. It will 

go away. So. Yeah. Too late. (Ani) 

She's totally of the mind set of, you know, don't 

hang your farnily's dirty laundry out on the lawn. 

That's one of her expressions passed on by her 

Irish mother. So, keep everything quiet. And, I 

didn't, but she had no way of knowing. (Meghan) 

The homophobia in these statements &en cornes from parents' 

concem that their children will face discrimination because of their 

orientation. Parental reactions can include recognition that there will be a 

p r i e  to pay for their daughter's sexual orientation that may have long-terrn 

effects. In Meghan's case, her mother's desire for her to attend a 'good' 

university seerned threatened by Meghan's revelation. In her mother's 

attempt to silence her daughter, she grasped ont0 the perceived need to 

hide her orientation in order to get ahead: 

Well, she wasn't talking to me. So, that was kind 

of difficult. And, I womed a bit about what l was 

doing at school. Because, I knew that she was 

really worried that I wouldn't get into a good 

university, if my teachers knew I was gay. 

Because, like how do you get a good reference 



lettet if your teachers, she never said gay, she 

said if your teachers know you're homosexual. 

For Ani's rnother and grandmother, their inability to accept her sexual 

orientation is coupled with the hope that she will magically change: 

She [rnother] still thinks that I will [change]. She 

always said that once I tum 20, 1'11 be into guys, 

but that's only 3 or 4 months away, and I don't 

really see that happening. Maybe she thinks l'II be 

grown up, or sornething. Because she said that 

she had those thoughts when she was rny age, 

and she grew out of it. 

She [grandmother] sent me a postcard and it's 

got a half naked man on it, so whatever that 

means, f don't know. 

Although Meghan feels more accepted today, she is quick to 

acknowledge that her mother would prefer that she were straight: 

Oh, I think that she would be, would be totally 

happy. I would probably get, like, cash gifts, if 1 

tumed up straight. (laugh) She would be pretty 

thrilled. 

Raising our parents is often not an easy task and can be especially 

ditficult for lesbians. Most of us have to accept that our parents will not 



espouse all interests and ideas of the next generation. As well, most adults 

cm disagree with parents around issues without having to apologise or 

change to be accepted in their homes. The unfortunate reality for many 

Iesbians is that &y coming out to parents they risk losing unconditional 

acceptance and love from the people who first offered them safety in their 

1 ives - 

Ani, Meghan, and Lynn chose in high school to go to a place many 

women choose not to go. Coming out to parents meant that each had to 

spend energy and time in senous discussion that their heterosexual peers 

did not. Imagine if al1 people understood and accepted al1 sexualities and 

that Ani, Meghan, and Lynn did not have to expend this energy in intense 

conversation around who they are. Who knows where their energies would 

have been directed? 



High School Confidential 

Homo~hobia In School 

Lesbian students can find themselves facing the challenge of having 

their sexual orientation debated as they sit in silence. This reality, 

experienced by marginalized groups in schools historically, still seems to go 

unchallenged in our heterosexist system. While racist and sexist comments 

are addressed by schools as being unacceptable, hornophobic and 

heterosexist comments are often ignored. It appeared from participants that 

there were few places in their school Iives free from verbal abuse. 

Homophobic attitudes seemed to pervade the system and were often 

condoned by those in authority. 

Each day Meghan would spend 45 minutes to and from school on her 

bus, heanng students using words Iike 'faggot' and 'dyke' to put each other 

dowm Because none of her close fnends took the same bus, she was forced 

to begin and end her days surrounded by this homophobia in silence: 

I'rn sure f was sad sometirnes, because it was 

really rough. The bus ride home, was like the 

most horrible experience, but it happened 

everyday and you had to do it. None of the school 

rules applied on the bus. The kids could swear 

and they could yell faggot, and dyke, and, you 



know, throw stuK t got teased horribly when I cut 

rny hair, 

When Meghan spoke to her parents about hating the bus, they 

acknowledged her discornfort, but expected her to endure the ride and 

accept that kids wi// be kas. 

There were numerous momings where I just didnY 

want to get up. Because I love school, but the bus 

ride was just terrible. 

Acceptance of homophobic cornrnents means survival for lesbian 

students. When participants spoke of homophobia in the hallways, there 

seemed to be the understanding that it was expected. Lynn spoke of a 

"typical daf at her school dunng grades eleven and twelve as one where 

she would be called a name "probably twenty times." When asked to 

describe one of these typical days, she stated: 

Well, I mean, if I'm walking down the hallways, I 

would hear a student comment like, what's up 

lesbo? Or something like that. But, 1 didn't care. I 

mean, I didn't hear as much as what happened. 

But, I never heard anyone make any comment to 

my other friends. 

They would just Say things to me like, who are 

you with this week, and then some names. Stupid 



stuff Iike that. I mean it was no big deal. i didn't 

a re -  

Lynn did not back down to her peers' homophobia. She was known in 

her school cornmunity as a top athlete and member of student council. She 

refused to label the verbal taunts as harassment and waked assurediy 

through her school, confident that her peers' homophobia was not hers: 

Like, they were probably trying to upset me. They 

would Say things to me. But, I wouldn't care. 

They're not my friends. So, I don7 really care 

about their opinicn. 

I guess you could cal1 it harassment, but I didn't 

pay that much attention to it. How can you take 

that seriously, when people are saying things like 

that? 

Lynn refused to avoid places where her harassers would commonly 

gather. Sometimes she would respond to their homophobia: 

Like, I would walk by thern purposely just to give 

them something to talk about. And, I would tum 

around, and I would be like watch your girlfriend. 

And they would just make jokes. 

Even though Lynn described the daily attacks as annoying and 

exasperating, it appeared that there was never a time when she let the 



comments alter her plan to be an active participant in her school community. 

Lynn described her p e r s  as being from an age group that typically tries to 

label others as gay: 

I think in high school, everybody spreads the 

mrnour about every person that they're gay. 

If they don't Iike you, they Say, oh well you're gay. 

They were just lucky that they were right about 

me. 

Although Lynn did not back down to the narne calling or let it limit the 

things she did in school, she acknowledged that it was sometimes difficult: 

They made everything hard. Like if I went to a 

party, they would talk about me behind rny back. l 

was on al1 the sports teams, so they'd always ask 

my teammates how I was in the locker room and 

stuff. You know just pretty regular high school 

questions I guess. 

Throughout her school years Lynn came to accept that homophobic 

slurs would be part of her daily Iife. She described the type of person who 

would typically be her abuser. 

The guys cared more than the girls, though. 

Which was the weird thing. 1 dont think the girls in 

the school cared. I think the girls just dealt with it, 

and they. were a lot more mature about it. And, 



the guys just, it was their thing [to talk about it] the 

whole tirne. 

Like they felt Iike they were cool enough to judge 

me. Like they knew me, or something. l mean, 

they just had such big attitudes about thernselves. 

When discussing biatant homophobia, al1 participants made reference 

to male students and their attitudes and behaviours. Participants spoke of 

homophobic comments by high school boys toward other male students: 

Just like cracks about gay people, or jokes, or, 

you know like Iittle teenage boys in high school 

and how they react because they're scared they 

might be getting themselves in there too. So 

they're Iike totally homophobic. 

Just, you know, comments about some of the 

other guys in the school. Like oh yeah, he's a fag. 

You know. There were guys in high schoot that 

used to get picked on. I don7 even think they were 

gay. (Ani) 

Most of the stuff that went on was between guys. 

Where like, guys would be aggressive, having to 



show how masculine they were, by picking on the 

guys who they thought were gay- (Meghan) 

People were spreading rumeurs about him [a 

felbw gay student] too. And, I think he just got so 

fed up with it. that he ended up quitting school. 

Because he was on the football team, and he had 

to quit that cause the guys just wouldn'f have 

anything to do with him. He was shunned. And, he 

left and moved to Toronto. (Lynn) 

ft would be difficult to imagine a school without stories of violence 

against gay men. The words of these participants speak of situations they 

saw happen and felt fortunate they had not experienced. Hornophobia 

should not be happening to any member of a school community. It is 

unfortunate that participants have to compare oppressive experiences to find 

hope or strength. 

Teachers Ex~erience Homoohobia 

lnherent within the hierarchy of the school institution are power 

imbalanœs. Schools are constructed to place administrators above teaching 

staff and teachers above students. Atternpts to disrupt these power 

structures, such as verbal attacks by students toward teachers. are seen as 

offences and are usually dealt with through disciplinary measures. Verbal 



offences are usually included among unacceptable abusive behaviours in 

school policies around disruptive behaviour. 

When students use sexual orientation against teachers they send 

clear messages to lesbian students. Hearing other students use derogatory 

comments about sexual desires of (presumed) lesbian and gay teachers 

directs lesbian students to keep their desires in check. The stereotype of 

'she's gay, she'll make a pass at me' seemed to be alive and well in each 

high school: 

In grade 12, we had a student teacher [in] EngIish 

class. And if you looked at her, you wouldn't think, 

ooh lesbian, or anything. But, everybody thought 

she was, for some reason. They're Iike, the girls, 

sitting in the back, and like 1 could hear them, 

fight. And they were like: 'does she keep looking 

at me? What is she doing? Why does she keep 

looking at me? 1s she lesbian?' And I'rn just Iike, 

oh my god. 

And I remember like, some of them [teachers] 

were male. And, you know, the guys would be 

like: Oh, he's a fag, and blah blah blah. So, it was 

always pretty negative, if they ever thought that 

anybody was. (Ani) 



Lesbian students witnessing homophobia against teachers recog nise 

that students' ignorance of their sexual orientation can quickly lead to 

isolation. Meghan, who expressed that she is interested in becoming a 

teacher, recalled an incident where she heard a student using a teacher's 

assumed sexual orientation against him: 

There was just this one day where we were sitting 

there, and he was asking his students to quiet 

down, and they wouldn't quiet down. And he was 

just trying to get somebody, there was somebody 

who was causing trouble, and he was just trying 

to cairn them down. And, al1 of the sudden the kid 

just yells, you faggot, and just starts yelling at him, 

and very, very angry, and slams the door, and 

nins off. 

Like, the kid was angry because he had to sit 

down, settle down [and] listen. And, it was just, 

the first thing, he grabbed ai, instead of going you 

asshole, you bastard, you faggot, hey that's 

convenient, everybody knows about it. Maybe it'll, 

you know, stop him, give me some power. 



I don't know how much farther that incident went. 

But, it was just kind of an example, for me, of how 

Iike, yes this could be used against you, and it has 

nothing to do with anything. 

Meghan, and any other lesbian student hearing this abuse, knew that 

knowledge of a teacher's sexual orientation could be a powerful weapon for 

an abusive student. That day she received an education about the 

convenience of homophobia for an abusive student in a heterosexist school. 

Assumptions around gays and lesbians as sexual predators are 

certainly not restricted to high school students. Listening to a CBC phone in 

show or watching news reports on public response to same-sex benefit 

acquisition suggests a lack of awareness around sexual abuse issues and 

sexual orientation. Homophobic comments Iinking pedophilia with gay .men 

and lesbians can dorninate news reports and perpetuate attitudes that feed 

violence against gays and lesbians. 

Perhaps the most typical homophobic reaction to a person's new 

found awareness of a peer's gay or lesbian sexual orientation is the attempt 

to distance bim or herself from them. If a student wishes to create this 

distance, they can fall back on stereotypes around sexual advances. All 

lesbians have likely heard these stereotypes. They are weapons used by 

homophobic people wishing to stifle the advancements of gays and lesbians. 



For participants, homophobic references wuld be heard in hallways, 

classrooms, on field trips and in locker rooms: 

They [students] would be Iike, if anybody gay ever 

like made a move on me, l would Iike, kick their 

ass. And, I was just like okay, the chances of 

somebody who is gay hitting on you are not good. 

Okay, let's think about your ego for a minute. 

You're assuming that anybody who's gay is going 

to hit on you. First of ail, that's very irnprobabte, 

not that you're not a nice looking fellow. And, you 

know, you don't hit on every girl you see, so why 

would a gay student hit on every guy. Let's, you 

know, think about this sensibly. fhey're not 

insane, they're gay. (Meghan) 

You know, straight girls, think that ail lesbians 

want them or sornething. But, 1 rnean, they need 

to get over that. The girls, if they had a problem, 

you'd see thern go to the corner, or go 

somewhere else. The showers would be around 

the corner, and some of them would go in there 

and change. And, I mean there was probably 



another lesbian in the six of them to go in there- 

They just don't know. (Lynn) 

Lack of awareness of lesbianism can also lead to heterosexisrn from 

close friends. It appeared that participants expected and accepted 

heterosexist comrnents and behavioun from fnends, not as homophobic 

actions, but as naïve behaviours expected from people raised in a 

heterosexist world. When friends would ask heterosexist questions or act in 

heterosexist ways, participants were likely to accept that their actions were 

based in lack of awareness rather than an attempt to hurt or offend. 

In an attempt to siart a friendship honestly, Ani decided to corne out to 

a new friend in grade eleven. Her friend's heterosexist reaction did not 

offend Ani; it was simply another occasion where she would have to 

educate: 

And then 1 don't know if it was that day or a few 

days later and she was Iike, do you want me? 

And I'rn like, no. And she was like, are you sure? 

And, I'm like, you know, 1 don't want every girl that 

I see. And f'rn thinking to myself, you know, don't 

flatter yourself. 

Well, 1 kind of had my little chuckle about the 

whole situation. But, we stiil stayed friends. 



Meghan would watch friends assert their heterosexuality after being 

told that she is lesbian. She would laugh w*th her close fiiends about 

peripheral friends who tried to be open in a peculiar way. These friends did 

not seem to know how to become more cornfortable with her sexuality: 

There were a couple of people, who were just like, 

oh that's good, I can be a supportive friend. And, 

suddenly their boyfriends became much more 

visible, and they had to bring their boyfriend with 

them, like everywhere. And, I guess [it was] 

homophobia in terms of like discrimination. I did 

not get invited to sleepoven in high school. 

I don't think they were homophobic, so much as 

suddenly they had to assert their heterosexuality 

very much. 

Although not recognised by Lynn as something heterosexist, her 

ftiend's reaction to her relationship at school had elements common to 

people who refuse to see same sex relationships through anything but a 

heterosexual gaze: 

They just. They would talk about it as if we were ... 

as if she was with a guy and I was with a guy. 

It appeared that when it came to close friends, heterosexism was an 

acceptable form of behaviour. Knowhg that friends' heterosexist reactions 



came from a place of naivety seemed to help participants accept these 

behaviours from their peers. Something that could be wnsidered 

homophobic and damaging from someone unknown to participants could be 

completely acceptable from fnends who sirnply lacked knowledge but were 

willing to learn. 

Findincr Safe Smces 

Escaping homophobic comments and finding a place that's safe can 

mean that lesbian students have to leave school grounds. Because the high 

school climate can be a place where knowledge of sorneone's lesbian 

identity is hot news, lesbian students must find creative ways to speak about 

their lives, or escape school grounds in order to speak openly. Unlike Ani 

and Lynn, Meghan did not have the luxury of easily leaving the school 

grounds. Because her school was rural, she had to spend much more time 

socializing in and around the property. Aithough Meghan was out to her 

close friends and found it easy to share her life with thern, she accepted that 

she wouid not be able to be open with everyone. Unfortunately, she had to 

be forever on guard, in the event that someone rnight overhear. She was 

careful to censor words or lower her voice when she sensed that she might 

be heard by less accepting ears: 

Knowing that Iike in the moming, when 

everybody's talking about what they did on the 

weekend, no, I can't talk about it in homeroom. 



Or, 1 should, you know, wait until lunchtirne, but 

only if, you know, certain people arenY around. 

So, that was iike, a good time to talk. 

Meghan and her ftiends hung out along the wall at the top of the 

stain, which made it convenient for her to see people coming. The location 

of her hang out spot was one of the few things at school on her side: 

I could spot people coming before they got there. 

If 1 didn't want to talk about things in front of them, 

l could wrap up rny little story before they got 

there- 

Meghan understood that she was being silenced by her cornrnunity's 

inability to accept her sexual orientation. She seemed resigned to the fact 

that self-censoring in high school rneant that she could survive, leave it 

behind, and go on to places where ske would have a better chance of being 

herself 

1 don? think it [sitting ai the top of the stairs] was 

that strategic, but it was kind of convenient. So, if 1 

was loud enough that people could hear me, who 

1 couldn't see, then 1 would kind of quiet it down a 

bit. But, it was kind of like survival instincts. it 

wasn't sad. At teast I was talking about things with 

rny friends who were really good about it. It was 

just not wanting to cause problems, and having to 



deal with other crap. Because it's the only time in 

your life where you have to deal with the garbage. 

While speaking about self-censorship, Meghan recognized the cost of 

attempting to stay invisible: 

It was partly wanting to be out, and not be there. 

The self-censorship is so taxing. It's just tiring al! 

the time to have to think about M a t  I'rn doing. 

what I'rn saying, what I'm weanng, who's around 

when I'm talking about my Iife. And, it's just 

frustrating. 

Even when students are out at school, there is a need for safe 

spaces. Perhaps it was the safety Lynn felt among her closest friends that 

made it easy for her not to be intirnidated by the homophobic actions of her 

peers. Lynn described her frîends as "great", and spoke of how they 

immediately accepted and supported her when she and her partner came 

out to them: 

We toid ail of our closer friends. They thought it 

was great. 

Lynn's fnends also showed support for her by reacting to homophobic 

comments they would hear in the halls: 

Sometimes they'd just be Iike, you know. why, 

why are you bothering? Like you don't talk to her 

any other tirne, besides to Say something. You 



know, what's the point? She doesn't care, and we 

don7 care. You're the only person who cares, why 

don't you just go find something else to do. 

Having peer support at school meant that participants could endure 

the oppression that filled hallways and classrooms. The power of peer 

support seemed to render their schools accessible. 



Lesbian And Gay Curriculum Content 

Invisibilitv 

It was not surprising to hear that participants could not recall a 

teacher presenting lesbian, gay, and bisexual content in classes. When 

asked if they could remember a teacher recognising or introducing topics, 

authors, or musicians who were openIy gay or lesbian, the answer was 

always a curt 'no." During school discussions of human nghts, or assemblies 

that dealt with school conduct, there seerned to be no reference to people 

with same sex orientation- 

When Ani spoke about the absence of lesbian, gay, or bisexual 

speakers or references in classes, her casual rnanner suggested an 

expectation of the absence of curricular materiai that would speak directly to 

ten percent of her school population. After much probing, Ani retumed to her 

junior high experience and addressed the invisibility of lesbian issues in a 

class designed to address sexuality: 

Like, in junior high when we had ... PDR [Personal 

Development and Relationships], and that was 

the sexual development class, or whatever it was 

called. But, 1 don't even rernember taIking much 

about homosexuality in that class, which is kind of 

strange. They just talked about, you know, 

condoms and drugs and stuff like that. 



Lynn identified a situation in her sociology class where there was a 

noticeable absence of reference to gay or lesbian issues duting a 

presentation: 

In Sociology, we had somebody corne in and talk 

to us about AIDS ... but he didn't even talk about 

gay people. He just talked about AIDS, and the 

disease, and how it develops and stuff. I don? 

think the word homosexual ever came up in high 

school [classes]- 

Meghan also acknowledged the absence of lesbian, gay or bisexual 

issues in curriculum. She remernbered being acutely aware of her desire to 

see her Iife reflected in course content Through her own exploration she 

became aware of Iesbian and gay authors and would eagerly search for 

them in syllabi: 

And, I totally noticed, because 1 was such an 

English student. Especially, Iike grade 11 and 

grade 12, more than grade I O .  And sornehow, we 

managed to read a Jane Rule story that had no 

lesbians. 

And it was bizarre, because I was flipping through 

the anthology going yeah, there's a story by Jane 

Rule. Oh my god, look at the syllabus, we're 



actually going to cover it. Then ! Iike, read ahead 

and read it, And, it was about a woman with a 

husband and child ... moving to a house from a 

boat. And, I remember this because it was such a 

disappointment. 

Meghan humorously described the absurdity of the absence of iesbian 

and gay content in curn'culum: 

The best exampfe of how weird English can be 

was English 10, where we did a whole bunch of 

gay stuff and never talked about it. [Like] 

Tennessee Williams and Walt Whitman. And, it 

was just like these are classic works of literature; 

let's talk about the biographies of these writers. 

And, I knew at that point, like, hey wait a minute, 

Iike Walt Whitman, this isn't even subtle. 

You couldn't bring it up because this was this very 

consewative teacher. And he would do the 

biographies of whoever we were talking about. 

We would spend a class talking about their Iives, 

and would ignore the gay stuff. Which now that I 

look back, is quite a feat, when you're talking 

about Tennessee Williams. 



While attending high school Meghan also realised that, for teachers, 

knowledge of lesbian and gay history is not a valued commodity: 

And, it's like okay, so, hornophobia is wrong, but 

Ïtts still okay to be totafly ignorant about 

movements in gay history. Itts just kind of tiring. 

It's Iike, you know, it's really not that hard to know 

about gays.. . . All you have to do is listen ... just 

look around a little bit and remernber things. But, 

no, because they [teachers] don't have to know. 

Because it won't help them get ahead. Having 

knowledge of gay history will not help you get a 

job. 

In a system that speaks of knowledge as power, lesbian students are 

taught to understand that valuable knowledge cornes from a place of 

heterosexual privilege. 

Creatina Curriculum 

Each participant readily accepted that any investigation of lesbian 

issues would have to be by her own initiative. Carefully choosing methods, 

Meghan would try to introduce lesbian and gay authors to her school in 

subtle ways: 

I think at one, at one point 1 made a list of authors 

who were gay, and put it on the opinion board. 



Because I was just so tired of teachers just kind of 

Iike, glancing over things. And, I was just like, 

Charles Dickens; we suspect that he was gay. 

Walt Whitman, gay. Tennessee Williams, gay. 

Emily Dickinson, gay. Lots of them were gay. 

They're artists. They hung out together. That 

whole early part of the century Paris group with 

Gertrude Stein, Iike gay- They were al! gay. And it 

would be nice if sornebody acknowledged that. 

1 would always hit breaking points, and then like, 

have to do something, and put something up. Just 

to tell people, you know, you're al1 ridiculous. This 

is info. tt's out there. Al1 you have to do is look. 

Participants also recognised that in order to see lesbian and gay 

content in their schoois, it would have to be by their own initiative. When 

Ani's English teacher asked for a book report on an author of her choice, she 

chose Ellen Degeneres: 

In grade 10 we had to pick a book ourselves, and 

1 think it had to be an autobiography in English 

class. So, I picked the Ellen Degeneres one. So 

that was basically my picking the lesbian content 

in school. 



But, other than that, 1 dont really think we did 

anything. I don't know we might have, and I just 

didn't know that they were. But, there was nothing 

like, this peson is gay or lesbian and we're going 

to study them. 

Ani's choice of project content seemed to be her way to act 

subversively as she spoke about her inclusion of music: 

Well we had to pick a song, actually, that related 

to the character or something. So I thought I'd be 

al1 smart and pick a Melissa Ethendge song. 

Yeah. I was a fun little 16 year old. 

In a way at that point, I think I wanted a teacher or 

somebody to know. So, I think that's why i chose, 

you know, Ellen Degeneres and a Melissa 

Etheridge song. But, she didn't like due in or 

anything . 

When Lynn was assigned a paper wntaining a section on lifestyle, 

she used the opportunity to do some research and writing about gays and 

Iesbians: 

In grade 10, I had to vwite a paper, and there 

were nine different chapters. 1 had to write one 



chapter on just lifestyle or something. And, so I 

wrote about [lesbian and gay Iifestyle]. f don't 

know if he [the teacher] read it or not. [He] only 

read three chapters of the nine, so if he read it, he 

knows. If he didn't, fie doesn't. 

Since their teachers were not part of this study, we cannot know for 

certain why they did not respond to the subject matter of their works. In Ani's 

situation, a possibility could be that she did not acknowledge either author as 

being lesbian. Ani seemed to be content in simply including lesbian authors 

in her wotk, without identifying their sexual orientation as being significant or 

possibly influential. Lynn passed in her paper knowing that her teacher might 

not read her section on gays and lesbians and accepted that as the reason 

he did not address it in the evaluation of the work. 

Meghan was given the chance to focus largely on the works of lesbian 

and gay authors and issues during an opportunity to complete an 

independent study in grade twelve. In her negotiation of course content, 

Meghan was quick to include what had been missing frorn cunicula far the 

first tweive years of her school Iife: 

And [I was] doing my own work. And, because of 

that, I totally did gay studies for like 5 months. 

I was going through an administrator who had 

been an English teacher. And, he was my staff- 



over-seer, who would approve what I was doing. 

And, you know, we would have conversations 

once a week to discuss my progress. So, during 

that terni. that was the best. I had to keep a 

reading log- I did Weil o f  Loneliness, The Colour 

Purple, Annie on My Mind. Just Iike everything 

gay that I had diswvered at that point, I did. And, 

it was great because l could wnte about it. I didn't 

address the fact that l was reading a bunch of gay 

stuff. But, he knew that. 

Meghan's excitement about what it meant to be able to do "gay 

studiesn was evident in her energy when she spoke. She was clearly thrilled 

to have had an opportunity that meant she could explore lesbian authors and 

issues and gain academic credit Though it didn't occur until her final school 

year, Meghan had finally been given the chance to see herseif reflected in 

text in school and to read about relationships that spoke to her. 

Taking the step to do an independent study was immense for 

Meghan, who had been recognised for excellence in her English work in the 

school. But even with her confidence in being able to choose lesbian authors 

and topics, Meghan's fear of the possible repercussions of being outed 

through her writing made it impossible for her to speak to the lesbian content 

and the influence of lesbian authors' sexuality in their work. Even with an 



administrator she descnbed as open and understanding, Meghan felt that 

awareness of her lesbianism could interfere with her success at school: 

I think. 1 was still, like, worried about what my 

teachers [were] going to think about me. 

How will they think about me, if I start addressing, 

like gay issues in my work? Because at that 

point, I'd been the highest aggregate for English 

10, out of however many hundred students took it 

that year. And the same thing with drama, where i 

had best participation and hig hest aggregate. 

And, I loved doing that, and having the 

recognition. 

And, I was just womed that English ciass is 

something that 1 love. So, if I start addressing gay 

issues, maybe I won't be able to love Engiish 

anyrnore because I could create problems. 

Corning out concerns were ever-present in participants' work around 

lesbian and gay authors and work content. Even when participants seemed 

to be at points where they wanted to vurite or speak to lesbian and gay 

issues in classes, they expressed a n  inability to be completely confident that 

teachers would be supportive. Each participant spoke of the possibility that, 



no matter how accepting her teacher seemed, she could never be 

completely sure that outing herself would be okay. After completing her 

Etheridge without any 

about passing it in- She 

teacher to know, she fett 

assignment on EIlen Degeneres and Melissa 

reference to their lesbianism, Ani still felt insecure 

expressed that, even though part of her wanted her 

uncornfortable about handing in her final product. She spoke about her fear 

when she said: 'But, I was scared to, like submit it. But, 1 did." (Ani) 

Her explanation supported the feelings of insecurity lesbian students 

may have when they consider the risk of rnisreading a teacher's openness 

and jeopardizing security: 

There [are] certain teachers that you just wouldn't 

want tu come out to, because they don't really 

seem like the type that would be cool with 

homosexuality. At least thatls, you know, the vibe 

that you get, so. But, she seemed like a cool 

teacher. so I [was able to pass iri the project]. 

For Meghan, being a French immersion student made it difficult to 

write in gender-neutral language: 

Especially, when you're practicing your future 

simple, and you have to write about your 

expectations about the coming year, and about 

your future. And, you can't be gender neutral in 

French, which l discovered, 



And, it was really hard, because I was at the point 

where 1 did not want to pretend, and like write 

down about running off and getting married to 

some guy, because that's not what I was going to 

do. But, I also didn't know if 1 could really talk 

about girlç, with the French teacher I had. Where, 

she was a very nice British lady, and 1 thought she 

was a pretty cool teacher, but I didn't know where 

she was on this issue, because it had never corne 

UP* 

1 tried to be gender neutral. I ended up, like, just 

writing about career. 

School is a place where al1 students should be able to explore 

themselves academically and emotionally through their work. For 

participants, their energies were often used to walk the fine line between 

wanting to see themselves reflected in their work and trying to avoid being 

outed through it. Like many of their lesbian peers, these lesbian students 

paid the academic and emotional cost of attending an institution that 

rendered them invisible in almost al1 text. 



Support 

Peers 

One is a much larger number than zero for lesbians deciding to corne 

out. Having even one person with whom she can share a knowing glance or 

look to for support can provide great relief to a woman who has been 

secretive about her sexual orientation- She can feeI liberated just knowing 

that someone else is aware. The support she feels from her confidante is 

immeasurable. 

Fortunately, al1 participants in this research felt support in school from 

close friends, and from some teachers and administrators. It was because of 

this support that the homophobia and heterosexism in the halls and 

classrooms was bearable. Considering the degree of support in relation to 

the presence of homophobia, the signifieance of the support seems 

enormous. Without the presence of ailies at school, their stories would have 

been greatly different. 

Coming out to and finding support from close friends seemed to 

happen with relative ease with each participant. Knowing that they could 

predict friends' responses with great accuracy seemed to contribute to the 

naturalness of their coming out process. ln Meghan's situation, the fact that 

a close friend's mother is iesbian meant that she was able to corne out to her 

friend easily. 



Well, right off the bat, when I was still in grade 9, 1 

had a crush on this girl who was at my junior high 

with me. And, my best friend ... had already 

graduated and moved on to grade 10. But, we still 

hung out like everyday after school. We'd sit 

around and talk and so I told her nght away. 

Cause I was like, 'oh rny goodness, this is so 

weird, you gotta hear about this.' And, she just 

thought, like, wow, that's kind of strange. But, in a 

good way cause her rnom was a very positive role 

mode1 for her- So she had no issues at all- That 

helped cause 1 knew she would be no problem, 

and she would be supportive. 

Ani's confidence that her close fnends would be supportive came frorn 

testing the waters by insinuating about her sexual orientation. By the time 

her friends finally asked if she were lesbian, she felt at ease coming out: 

One day we were sitting in Wendy's at lunchtime, 

and they came out and asked me because I was 

always hinting towards it. So they just came right 

out and said, 'Are you lesbian?' And I'm like, 

'Yep' and they're like, 'We knew it.' (laugh) And 

they were really cool with it. 



Lynn descnbed her 'great frÏendsn acceptance as immediate and 

supportive. When confronted by a ftiend about her relationship with her 

partner at the tirne, Lynn was cautious about coming out for both of them: 

One of them asked us, if we were. And, at first we 

said no. Cause she asked us both together, and I 

didn't know what [my partner] wanted to Say, so I 

said no, you know, just dismiss that from your 

mind, no we're not. And, then [my partner] and I 

talked. And, she said, yeah I want to tell her. And, 

then we just ended up telling everybody because 

of the reaction we got from her. She was like 

okay. She was pissed that we didn't tell her 

earlier. But, she was happy that she finally knew. 

lmmediately after Lynn and her partner had corne out to their first 

fnend they came out to everyone in their immediate peer group. Their 

friends' reactions were wmpleteiy supportive: 

And, then we just told everybody. And. everybody 

was like okay. They really Iike me. You know, 

they don't care. It's just. it's who I'm sleeping with, 

it has nothing to do with them. It's me. Sol they 

[were] just like okay you're still the same person, 

you know, whoever you want to have your 

persona1 relationships with is your business. 



In a recent news report on gayfstraight alliance groups in high school, 

a woman from a local lesbian, gay, and bisexual youth project spoke about 

completing high school without an awareness of other Iesbian and gay 

students in her city high school. Six years later, the same wornan said that 

she could identify thirteen people from her school that she has seen in the 

lesbian, gay, and bisexual community. There is a feeling of isolation for 

lesbian students that accompanies not knowing other lesbians at school. In 

the case of these participants, although there may have been between fi@ 

and one hundred lesbian students in their schools, each described feeling 

Iike she was the onty lesbian in her school: 

Well, there was nobody else Iike me- Because I 

was Iike a year older than everybody in my 

classes. So, I'm just waiting. Maybe someday 

next year, this year or something, to see one of 

them down at Reflections [a local gayflesbian 

bar]. 

I didn't have really good "gay-da?' in high school. 

(Ani) 

Even though Lynn had a relationship with another woman in high 

school, she still felt alone as a lesbian there. Her high school partner was not 

cornfortable having anyone other than their very close friends know about 

Gay-dar is a play on the word 'radar', used in the lesbian community to refer to a person's 
ability to be able to identify other lesbians by sight. 



their relationship. Lynn spoke about wanting to respect her partner's desire 

to be secretive and her effort to refrain from overt gestures of affection at 

school: 

I mean, if she didn't care then, f would have [been 

affectionate]. But, you know, I'm not going to 

make her feel uncornfortable just cause 1 feel Iike 

holding her hand or something in [any] other kind 

of way, other than just joking around. 

Meghan's use of analogy dearly described her view of the differences 

between high school and the university she presently attends: 

And, the difference between grade 12, and first 

year at [university], was just huge. It went from 

being Iike, 1 am the only gay peson here, Like a 

raisin in a box of cornffakes. And then in 

university, it was just Iike all of rny friends are gay. 

AI1 of rny new friends I made, gay, everybody. 

Everybody from the women's centre, everybody 

from [the pride group on campus]. 1 mean less 

than a year from leaving high school.. . it was just 

a really big difference, but it was what I wanted for 

those 3 [high school] years. 

Participants' stories of supportive peers spoke to positive changes for 

students whose love could once dare not speak its narne. 



Teachers and Administrators 

Having a sense of how a teacher or school administrator rnight react 

seemed to be instrumental in the process of revealing sexual orientation in 

the teacheriparticipant relationship. Predicting support and openness was a 

delicate process with many variables. Participants identified qualities in 

teachers and administrators that suggested a willingness to support students 

to be who they are. There seemed to be a great deal of preparation and 

planning when participants were corning out to teachers. When descnbing 

the qualities in teachers that suggest understanding and openness, 

participants seemed to agree: 

See my whole thing 

[openness in teachers] 

corne out to a teacher 

was how I judged that 

Cause in grade 1 1, I did 

finally, and then in grade 

12, 1 came out to some more- And, I don't know, 

you can just tell, 1 don't know how, but you can 

just tell that they probably would be good with it. 

Like if they're Iike open and they like talk about a 

variety of different things. Like in grade 12 my 

English teacher had up a poster for the 

[lesbian/gay/bisexuaI] youth project, so I was like 

cool, she's obviously cool. So, eventually 1 came 

out to her in grade 12. 



And in grade 11, the first teacher that I did come 

out to was also rny English teacher. And he was 

Iike Young. He was maybe in his laie twenties. He 

was al1 hip and trying to relate to the students and 

stuff like that. (Ani) 

He [my teacher] was just a really great guy, who I 

could Iike, you know, talk to. And, hang out with. 

(Meghan) 

They [supportive teachers] would hang around 

with the students. They didn't walk nght by us and 

not Say anything. They'd hang out with us, and 

joke around with us. They'd be with us in between 

classes, like, mingling, I guess. 

They'd come to watch the sports games. They'd 

corne to student wuncil, you know, activities and 

stuff. (Lynn) 

Having a teacher display a poster from the local lesbian, gay, and 

bisexual youth project was enough evidence for Ani to feel that she would 

find support. Ani's instinct was accurate and when she did come out, she 

was pteased to have the teacher disclose her connection with the issue: 



And she was totally cool with it. She was the one 

with the little youth project poster. And, she was 

like, yeah my brother's gay. And she was like, you 

know, cool with it. 

Among the reasons Ani felt cornfortable with disclosing her sexual 

orientation to her teacher she cites the importance of being able to share 

with a teacher who was a woman: 

She was a super positive person, al1 the tirne. So 

that could have something to do with it. But, it 

could be the fact that she was female and 1 

always relate better to female people. 

Ani recognized the importance of having a supportive teacher know 

she was lesbian, and the difference that made to her experience in school: 

1 don't know. When you're first going through the 

whole little coming out process, if you perceive 

how you start to feel a Iittle bit better about 

yourself, and being a lesbian. And actually coming 

out to a teacher made it ail the better. Cause it's 

not just one of your friends you're telling anymore. 

Developing friendships with the teachers and administrator she had 

corne out to made it easier for Meghan to be at school. She speaks of 

getting support from them during the time she came out to her parents: 



Well 1 guess I had been taiking about it with rny 

administrator, and Iike, one of the other teachers 

that l was out to. And, we were really good 

friends, we'd sit around and talk, because my 

math class corresponded with his [teachefs] free 

period. And, 1 wasn't big on math, so we would 

hang out and talk. Like once a week, or a couple 

times a month or whatever. 

Like the next day at school, 1 had to like, tell 

everybody, I told my parents. And, everybody was 

just like, wow, that's incredible. And, rny teacher 

and my adrninistrator were just like ooh, okay, 

that's kind of surprising, is everything okay? And, 

1 was like, yeah, 1 feel better, they don't, but I feel 

good. (taugh) 

Ani also developed cornfortable relationships with teachers who 

allowed her to be herself. Having a teacher at school aware of her sexual 

orientation reassured Ani that she wuid find support from him if she ever 

needed it: 

I thought it was great. 1 felt like if I ever had any 

problems I could go to him and talk to him about 

them. And, 1 did (laugh) in grade 12. Cause he 



was my black literature teacher. So, i used to go 

and talk to him and stuff. So it was a good 

relationship, it just spun off. So, that was cool. 

When participants spoke of supportive teachers they spoke with 

appreciation and respect. Teachers who accept and support lesbian 

students in schools provide immeasurabie support to young women needing 

reassurance from adults. Receiving this support can give a student hope for 

an easier life after high school. 

Providina Sumort 

When teachers or administrators mode1 acceptance and support for 

students who wish to come out in school, they increase the chances that 

students will come out to them. Teachers who hear stories from more than 

one lesbian student then have an opportunity to introduce community to a 

penon who might have been living alone in her lesbian worid. 

When Meghan came out, none of her teachers suggested that she 

meet anyone else who had identified as lesbian. She did, however, become 

a support provider within her school. It began when an administrato: asked 

her to meet a fellow student who was having difficulty understanding and 

accepting her sexual orientation. It was clear that Meghan had been 

recognised by her administrator as someone who could help another student 

in her coming out process. Meghan's attitude and responsible nature made 

her a perfect support person: 



One of my administrators asked me if I would 

mind speaking to a girl who had corne out to her, 

and who was a having rough time. And, I was like, 

sure that's no problem. So, she kind of like, 

hooked us up so I would be kind of Iike a big 

sister kind of rote. You know, just to Iike talk her 

through like what's going on. 

Recognising the economic disparity within her school, Meghan spoke 

about the difficulty her new friend had accepting her sexual orientation and 

the stmggle with being from a srnaIl wmmunity: 

And, she was from one of the definitely poorer 

areas, where it was kind of seasonal fishing and a 

lot of welfare, and just on the outskirts. And, just, 

the issues she was dealing with, I had never dealt 

with. She was very womed, and she knew her 

parents would be very upset, and wouid probably 

kick her out. And, she had a gay uncle that 

nobody talked about and [she] was just very 

stressed . 

She was also in a situation where even her 

friends, were the kind of people who would beat 

up gays kids Iike us. So that was kind of a big 



difference for us. That would never happen in my 

family, or like in my situation- 

She also had that horrible problem where she had 

just cousins Iiving up and down her street. So, 

these people were al1 going to school with her. 

So, any rumours that get started corne home 

immediately . 

Meghan describes the difficulties that can anse from Iiving in a rural 

community and trying to wnnect with other lesbians. Because it was their 

shared sexuaf orientation that brought Meghan and her new friend together, 

comrnunity scrutiny made it difficult for her friend to feel comfortable: 

Like when I got paired up with the girl who was 

frorn the fishing village. She wasn't comfortable 

around my friends, and I definitely wasn't 

comfortable around her friends, because she 

barely was. Because she had to keep closeted al1 

the time. 

She was really nice. So, in order to be friends and 

in order to talk to her about her problems, we kind 

of like, had to sit by ourselves. Because my group 



of friends were just, you know, 'who is she, and 

why is she hanging around now?' 

Meghan speaks again of the difficulties of being in a rural school and 

having to depend on the bus for transportation: 

There was a couple of times, when we'd like go to 

each other's houses. But, not too often. But that 

was kind of the problem with that situation. Where 

we had al1 of the kids from a large loop of 

highway. So going to other people's houses after 

school was a real problern. Because most of the 

buses were over crowded, and you had to get 

notes to the office that were approved and then 

take them to the bus driver, to get people on your 

bus who weren't supposed to be. 

So there were a couple of times, when we'd go to 

each other's houses [to] just you know, hang out, 

watch TV, eat popcom or whatever. 

Meghan was also aware of the possibility of 'guilt by association' 

faced by lesbian and gay students. Because in some circles her sexual 

orientation became known, she would receive phone calls from other 

students who sought support but feared that meeting on school grounds 

might out them: 



And one guy had phoned me, very like, quietly on 

a Saturday evening. And, he had like never called 

me before. And, he was like, well I feel that I can 

talk to you about this problem that I'rn having. 

And, his like problem, was that he was dating a 

WY- 

Like in high school. I mean, the gay boys, you 

know, kind of came to me. Because they didn't 

really know each other. And I couldn't introduce 

thern to each other, because people were very 

rnuch you know, don't let anybody know, don't tell 

anybody. Because they were in a rnuch more 

difficult situation 'than I was. 

Meghan described herself as being the rnost out student her school 

had ever seen. As she spoke about challenging heterosexism and 

homophobia in school, she spoke with assertiveness and strength. Meg han's 

presence in the school added greatly to the opportunities available for other 

lesbian and gay students needing support. She brought a great deal to her 

school and spoke of initiatives that, in an ideal world, would be part of every 

school community. Describing herself as the 'gay rep', Meghan spoke of 

challenging attitudes through actions: 



I didn't reaily know why other kids weren't out, but 

they weren't. So it was kind of up to me to do 

something. I just felt that I had to do something, 

Because, like rny fint instinct was to organise. To, 

you know, do something, change things, make 

things better. So, I had close relationships with 

very gay positive teachers, and administrators, 

and tned to work out what I could do. So, I tried 

things. I got groups of kids who 1 knew were gay, 

or questioning, together, and like, had meetings. 

So I kind of like set things up that way. Where I 

had tike a group of like a dozen students, where I 

brought in people from the [lesbian, gay, and 

bisexual] youth project, to talk about, you know, 

how to defend yourself against homophobia, and 

how to deal with it in high school. 

Meghan's tremendous effort to do something for herself and other 

lesbian and gay students in the school was fuelled by her awareness of 

homophobic and heterosexist acts and her desire to see something done 

about them. Although never a direct target of physical or verbal abuse, 

Meghan would provide support to maie students who suffered at the han& 

of their intolerant peers: 



So, kind of as a third person, I dealt with, you 

know, talking to my fiends after they'd been 

teased and harassed and pushed up against 

lockers. Or, you know, people would walk by them 

and say, you know, faggot, and that sort of thing. 

And I would, kind of like, hold their hand, when 

they tried to report things to the administrators. 

As Meghan described being surrounded daily by homophobic 

comments, she spoke of 'breaking points' that would lead her to report 

incidents to her administration: 

I reported somebody for saying homophobic 

things. We were on a field trip, so it was outside 

of school. And, we were on a field trip to NSCAD 

[Nova Scotia College of Art and Design] because 

it was my art class. Somebody was walking a 

couple of people ahead of me, they were just oh 

no, we gotta go to the art college, you know it's a 

bunch of faggots, everybody's gay there, you 

know. I don't want to go, if they hit on me, man, I'll 

be so pissed off- Ks always guys wanting to hit 

somebody who's going to hit on them. 

Meghan describes her disisatisfaction with her teacher's response to 

the situation: 



And they talked to him. And, 1 suppose that's 

good enough. But, it didn't really feel satisfadory 

at the tirne. It was just like, he's, you know, 17, 18 

years old. He knows what he said. It's not like it 

was just one off-hand comment. It was, you know, 

a couple of sentences. Very direct, very 

specifically homophobic. 

And, kind of the teacher response was, well we 

talked to him, and he didn't realise that he 

offended anybody, and now he's had time to think 

about it. 

And, it was just, there were so many times where 

there were, there was so much ieniency, and I 

guess you have to have the leniency- But, it's also 

fnistrating where everybody's getting, not even 

wamings, but it's just like, okay well it's wrong to 

do that, so, you know, in the future don't do that. 

And, if we have to see you again, we'll give you a 

warning . 

Because lesbian students don? have the opportunity to see 

satisfactory responses to hornophobic actions at school, they are often 



forced to accept that support must come from each other. Fortunately, 

Meghan was able to provide support for other students and advomte for 

appropriate discipline for homophobia. Lesbian student support and action 

should be corning from the institution, with involvement from students. In a 

system responsible for the education and guidance of our youngest 

mernbers, al1 students should be able to feel support and acceptame. 



Chapter 5: Discussion 

An intention of this research is that by being multi-voiced, it would 

avoid reducing the lives of lesbians in public high schools into a single 

category of Iived experience. It is rny hope that by presenting each 

participant's voice as cfoseiy as it was spoken to me, readers wili gather an 

understanding of some of the experiences lesbian students bnng to and live 

within while attending the institution of school. My rote as researcher is not to 

identify a wmrnon voice, but to gather an understanding of the way the 

system of hign school socially regulates the experiences of lesbian students 

present within it. 

Patti Lather (1991) speaks of critical research as assuming the 

researcher to be a social subject in relation with others (p.126). Beginning 

from a position of social subject within this research, I explore the institution 

of public high school by presenting: 

. . . stories which assume underlying detemining 

structures for how power shapes the social world. 

Such structures are posited as largely invisible to 

common sense ways of making meaning but 

visible to those who probe below hegernonic 

meaning systems to prociuce counter-hegemonic 

knowledge, knowfedge intended to challenge 

dominant meaning systerns (Lather. 1991, p. 129). 



Within the institution of public high school, how often do participants 

probe below hegemonic meaning systems? In a recent discussion with a 

heterosexual colleague around this research, she spoke of never having to 

consider the absence of lesbian and gay issues in curricula and social 

settings in high school. I believe that for most students in school, whether 

they are heterosexual, gay, lesbian, bisexual, or transgender this is also the 

case and that Nova Scotia schools seem to ask that participants do not 

question this absence. This research asked participants to consider the 

presence andlor absence of lesbian and gay issues in cumcula and social 

interactions at school. 

I feel 1 is important to mention in the discussion of this research that 

each participant carne to her high school expenence with some pnvilege in 

that each was able-bodied, Caucasian, and appeared to have Iittle or no 

difficulty with academics in school. Their prïvilege within the institution to the 

degree that it was affected by their outward appearance is not explored 

within this document. It is only wnsidered in that it is my assumption that 

experiencing Nova Scotia high school as a white, able-bodied student 

allowed each participant a degree of privilege that her lesbian peerç of 

colour and differently-abled peers are not afforded. 

Following Dorothy Smith's (1 987) methodology of institutional 

ethnography, I sought to find cornmon threads in the stories of participants 

that spoke to what it might rnean to participate as a lesbian student in a 

Nova Scotian high school. Smith's (1987) methodological approach enabled 



me to 'engage with the ways in which people are actually involved in the 

production of their everyday worid, examined with respect to how that world 

is organised by and sustains the institutional processa (p.166). Again, it must 

be recognized that even though each participant is speaking to her own 

experience, she is speaking as a lesbian student in a system that either 

ignores or negatively highlights her presence. 

As mentioned in the introduction to this work, the silence that 

surrounds fesbian students in high schools can be deafening. The voices of 

participants in this research are supported by work in Hammett (1 991), 

Khayatt (1 994, Telljohann and Priœ (1 9931, and Uribe and Harbeck (1 992)' 

whose research rewgnise an absence of reference to lesbian and gay 

issues by teachers in classrooms. Works by Bailey and Phan'ss (t996), 

Gustavsson and MacEachron (1998)' Khayatt (1 W2), and Saulnier (1 998), 

support participants' feelings of isolation, and recognition of homophobia 

present within their schools. Participants' experiences of participating in 

school systems that teach thern ta feel less safe and less valuable than their 

heterosexual peers are present in much of the literature around lesbian 

school experïence ( s e ,  for example: Bass and Kaufman, 1996; Dankmeijer, 

1993; D'Augelli, 1992; Manahan, i982; Unbe, 1994). Following are the 

cornmon threads of participants' experiences. 

All participants spoke of a general sjfence surroundhg lesbian and 

gay topics by feachers in school- Even when students wrnpleted 

assignments including lesbian or gay content or authors, there was no 



reference to sexual orientation in the subject matter by teachers. It appeared 

from participants that there was no mention of same sex identified people or 

issues by teachers within their high school classes. 

Each participant identified an absence of cumculum matenal around 

lesbian and gay issues. When asked about their experiences with cumcula 

addressing lesbian and gay issues, no participant could identify a time when 

a teacher included anything that recognised same-sex relationships or gay 

or lesbian authors in syilabi. This appeared to be taken for granted as 

something their heterosexist system would not accept. Taking this as 

something to be expected in schools indicated that participants accepted 

that, unless they were to include gay or lesbian content in their work, they 

would not be represented in school course material. 

Participants identified a lack of representation of same-sex 

relationships in hallways and classmoms. Although one participant identified 

a poster for a local lesbian, gay and bisexual youth project on one of her 

teacher's classroom walls, each spoke of the absence of visual material 

representing same-sex relationships. There appeared to be an absence of 

posters visually representing same-sex couples, speaking to same-sex 

expenence or indicating support to students wanting information around 

issues conceming same-sex couples. 

Each participant acknowledged that the homophobia they saw in the 

hallways and corndors of their schools was expected and condoned. 

Participants described .their schools as places where homophobic comments 



pervade conversations and are often used to respond to people and actions 

that somehow do not fit within socially regulated heterosexuaf behaviour. It 

appeared from participants that homophobic cornments are readily used as 

reactions to rnany things, such as lesbianism, that seem to threaten 

mascuIinity . 

Participants identified sa fety within immediate peer gmups. Each 

participant feIt that she could communicate openly about her sexual 

orientation with close friends. Participants spoke of the importance of trust 

with close fnends and of feeling respect frorn fi-iends who acknowledged the 

need to respect confidence. 

Even though one participant had a relationship with another female 

student during her high school experience, and another organised a meeting 

that brought lesbian and gay students together at school, ail participants 

acknowledged feeling isolated in fheir high schools. For each participant 

there was a noticeable absence of other lesbians within their school 

communities. Participants spoke of feeling alone and lacking comrnunity in 

high school. As Meghan said about high school, "1 am the only gay person 

here, Iike a raisin in a box of cornflakes." 

Each participant spoke of dficuifies young men who are assumed to 

be gay have within îheir high school communities. Al1 participants identified 

situations where male students were subjected to physical abuse within their 

schools. 



Participants acknowledged the importance of parental suppoit during 

high school. Though al1 participants came out to parents during their high 

schoof years, it was apparent that each understood the possibility of parental 

rejection at that time. Athough no participant was kicked out of her home, 

two of the three received heterosexist and homophobic feedback frorn 

parents. These participants recognised the importance of parental support 

dunng adolescence and accepted insults and abuse as part of their coming 

out processes- 

Participants spoke of the importance of supportive teachers and 

administrators in their schools. Al1 participants came out to teachers they 

identified as being approachable, open-rninded, and caring. Each participant 

recognized the importance of having an adult rnember of their school 

community aware of their sexual orientation. 

This research is not meant to represent al1 lesbian high school 

experiences, but to begin dialogue around the ways in which schools 

cunstruct cumculum and mrnrnunities that exclude and oppress lesbians 

that attend them. In research around experiences of lesbians in Nova Scotia 

schools, this work is just beginning. It is my hope that the voices of these 

participants speak to you in ways that encourage you to pursue work that 

contributes to bettering situations for lesbians in schools and in society. 



Chapter 6: Recommendations and Reflections 

"Our pedagogic responsibility-.. becomes to nurture this space where 

students can come to see ambivalence and difference not as obstacles, but 

as the very richness of meaning-making and the h o p  of whatever justice we 

mig ht work towardn (Lather, 1 991, p. 145). 

Suaaestions For School Counsellors. Teachers, And Administrators 

It is difficult for me to understand why it is still necessary to advocate 

for fairness and respect for al1 students in Our public school system. My 

difficulty cornes from my inability to cornprehend why teachers, 

administrators, and the system itself are not more concemed with embracing 

and celebrating diversity within a system responsible for instilling a love of 

knowledge and leaming in its participants. Our public system should be a 

place where students are introduced to differences in ways that are 

celebratory and respectful. If this were the case, this research might not 

reveal oppression and exclusion and these suggestions would not be 

necessary. 

The following suggestions for making schools a safer and more 

positive place for lesbian students corne from a variety of sources 

(Anderson, 1994; Bailey & Phariss, 1996; Belz, 1993; Boatwnght, et al., 

1996; Dankmeijer, 1993; DIAugelli, 1992; Fairchild & Hayward, 1989; 



Fassinger. 1991 ; Heron, 1983, 1994; Saufnier, 1998; Uribe, 1994; Vance, 

1 994; Wheeldon, 1999) and from the voices of participants: 

School staff members must become sensitive to the needs of their 

lesbian students by first exploring their own beliefs about sexuality 

and sexual orientation. When school staff members are more 

cornfortable with their feelings, they will be better able to access 

information on lesbian issues and better understand the need to work 

toward inclusive education- 

... it's like okay, so, hornophobia is wrong, but it's 

still okay to be totally ignorant about movernents 

in gay history. 

-.- because they [teachers] don't have to know, 

because it won't help them get ahead. Having 

knowiedge of gay history will not help you get a 

job. (Meghan) 

Schools must display books, posters and symbois from the lesbian 

cornmunity to acknowledge their cornmitment to inclusive education. 

Students will feel welcome and safe in a space where they see 

thernselves represented. 

... Iike in grade 12, my English teacher had up a 

poster for the youth project, so I was like cool. 

She's obviously cool. (Ani) 



a Schools must make a cornmitment to introducing identified lesbian 

and gay material into cumaila. Mentioning lesbian and gay authors, 

artists, musicians, and including works with gay and lesbian 

characters will provide more inclusive education. 

Well, I am sure there [are] gay authon and gay 

exploren. ... like if you're in a history class. you 

should be talking about the gay explorers as 

much as you are the other explorers. 

Like, in English, al1 the gay writers ... you could 

talk about them, and you could point out that 

they're gay. There's nothing wrong with that. 

Sol just kind of, even everything out a little. 

I mean, you don't need to push homosexuality on 

to people, everywhere. Just let it be known. 

(Lynn) 

Schools must include in their mission statements and discipline 

policies that acts of homophobia and heterosexism are unacceptable 

and that acts of homophobic violence are punishable offences. 

Schools rnust enforce these policies. 

Schools must act on the needs of their school populations to provide 

support and social groups for lesbian and gay students. There are a 



number of Nova Scotian schools that have GaylStraight Alliance 

groups that unite in support of diversity. 

Because, like my first instinct was to organise. To, 

you know, do something, change things, make 

things better. So, I had close relationships with 

very gay positive teacherç, and administrators, 

and tried to work out what I wuld do. So, I tried 

things. I got groups of kids who I knew were gay, 

or questioning, together, and Iike, had meetings. 

(Meg han) 

School administration must recognize the need for staff training and 

education around lesbian and gay issues. Clear messages of support 

for the inclusion of al1 students at school allow staff members to 

develop attitudes and skitls required to meet the needs of lesbian and 

gay students. 

Sexuality educators must include lesbian and gay sexualities in their 

course discussion. Although sexual orientation is not a health issue, a 

healthy approach to sexuality is. Diversity in sexual orientation must 

be respectfutly understood and included as part of sexuality 

education. 

School staff members rnust have awareness of local resources 

available to lesbian clients. Attention must be given to support 

services that can assist lesbians exploring identity. Schools must alss 



be aware that cities are more likely to provide these support systems 

and that this may be motivation for lesbian students to seek 

information in urban areas. 

a Staff members who are lesbian rnust consider being role models and 

disclosing to students who access them for support. Article 6.03 of the 

contract between the Nova Scotia Teachers Union and the Province 

of Nova Scotia states that discrimination based on sexual orientation 

is iilegal. Students processing identity issues can benefit greatly from 

school staff members who disclose. A lesbian staff member is 

rnodelling the possibility of things that can be for lesbian students, 

simply by being in her position. 

Final Thouahts 

This research speaks through the voices of three women who 

experienced Nova Scotian high schools in ways that allowed thern to 

survive. The glimpses of their Iives speak volumes about what it means to 

participate in a system where their presence was often ignored or negatively 

acknowledged. Their voices speak of strength and hope. 

I complete this work knowing that I am not leaving this research or my 

cornmitment to making positive changes for non-heterosexual students in the 

public system. This research is meant to support work that is presently 

happening in some classrooms and school corridors in Nova Scotia and to 



encourage further work in this area. Further research could encourage a 

climate of complete support and respect for al1 students within our system. 

Among these women's stories of oppression and abuse are words of 

hope for lesbian students. The fact that each participant found support from 

close friends and some staff members suggests that the system is changing. 

These participants are examples of hope for other lesbian students in Nova 

Scotia. The support they received enabled them to survive. 

fi is rny hope that their stories indicate that we will soon Iive in a tirne 

where lesbian students will find the support they need to participate in the 

Nova Scotian school system in ways that allow thern to expend the energy 

once needed to hide and adapt in other social and academic ways. 
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Appendix 

fnformed Consent Form 

Research Project: High school confidential: Lesbian students speak of high 
school experiences in Nova Scotia 

Researcher: Lee Anne Arsenault 

This consent form will help to infom you about the nature of this research and 
your involvement in it. The intention of my research is to explore, with lesbian 
participants, experiences within the public school system in Nova Scotia. 
Through knowledge gained by participant interviews, i will attempt to present an 
understanding of the organizational factors present in Nova Scotia schools that 
affect a lesbian student's experiences within the system. This research is being 
done as partial fulfillment for the degree of Master of Education in Counselling at 
Acadia University. 

You have rights as a participant in this research. You may refuse to answer any 
question asked during an interview and you may cancel your participation 
agreement at any time. 

I request that we meet for a series of interviews (no Iess than two), each one 
hour in length. Interviews will be completed at a time convenient for both of us at 
a place that is safe and accessible for you. 

AI1 responses will be anonymous and confidential. These responses will be tape- 
recorded and transcribed by a hired transcriber and will be heard only by the 
transcriber and me. Upon approval of the final thesis document, 1 will destroy ali 
interview tapes. I ask that you read each transcription for accuracy before 
subsequent interviews occur. Excerpts from interviews may become part of the 
final research paper. No identifying qualities will be part of these excerpts. Your 
name will not be used in any part of this study, nor will identifying names be used 
for people, schools, or communities. 

Even though 1 will be taking al1 measures to avoid that you could be identified in 
the research, I would Iike you to be aware that, as a participant, you wuld be 
adversely affected should your participation in the study become known. 1 
understand the seriousness of this and assure you that anonymity and 
confidentiality are extremely important to me. 

At any time you may contact me, Lee Anne Arsenault, or my thesis supervisor, 
David MacKinnon regarding any of the above information. My telephone number 
is 542-5958 and my email address is burchel164~hotmailfwmm Dr. Mac Kinnon 
can be reached at 585-1 394 or by email at david.rnackinnon~acadiau.ca. 



1, acknowledge that I have read the 
above information and understand what 1 have read. I acknowledge that 1 am at 
least nineteen years old. I have been informed of the purpose of this study. I 
understand that the information I give will be kept anonyrnous and confidential. 1 
am aware that I am able to contact Lee Anne Arsenault about any aspect of this 
study at any time. 1 am also aware that 1 am able to withdraw from the study at 
any time. 

1 acknowledge that I wBI receive a copy of this consent fom. 

Participant Date 




