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Abstract
The purpose of this research was to investigate gay and lesbian students' and

teachers' i of ia and ism in the and curricula of

St. John's and Mount Pearl, Newfoundland. Interviews were conducted with lesbian and

gay teachers and students. I investigated three aspects of lesbian and gay issues in the

d high school ion system: i) i of lesbian and gay students
and teachers; ii) the substance of what gay and lesbian students and teachers have learned
and/or taught about homosexuality in courses; and iii) possible curriculum changes which
would help decrease homophobia and/or heterosexism in our school system. Five themes

emerged: i) the process of coming out; ii) i of phobia and

iii) knowledge and attitudes of gay and lesbian students regarding their sexual orientation;
iv) information about gay and lesbian issues learned and/or taught in school; and v) ways
in which lesbian and gay issues could be integrated into the curriculum.

Through the investigation of the experiences gay and lesbian students and teachers
have encountered in the education system, the themes of coming out and experiences of
homophobia and heterosexism emerged. I found that while gay and lesbian students are

out to many at school, teachers are out to only a select few colleagues. Examples of overt

physical or verbal b were i by only two ici Only one
teacher felt that homophobia was a problem at her school, while all the students relayed
stories of anti-gay jokes and comments, which are often ignored by their teachers.

1 also investigated what students have leamed and teachers have taught regarding

i



knowledge of and attitudes towards lesbian and gay issues, and classes where

homosexuality has been discussed. The students in this study were generally very

about ity, and ing of their sexual orientation. However,
very little positive information has been learned in school. Similarly, the teachers I
interviewed have initiated little discussion about gay and lesbian issues. However, the
topic arises out of students' interest during class discussions or through their writing.

A major theme which emerged from the data was the need of both teachers and
students to address gay and lesbian issues in the curriculum. They both suggested ways in
which the lives of gays and lesbians could be integrated into the curricula of literature,
social studies, science, art, mathematics, family studies, and religious education.

Teachers and students also suggested several other desired changes to the
education system. Some of these include gay and lesbian support groups in their schools,
anti-homophobia workshops for students, teachers and guidance counsellors, pamphlets,
posters, and library resources to increase lesbian and gay visibility, a mandatory university
course for guidance counsellors on gay and lesbian youth, and job protection for gay and
lesbian teachers.

Teachers are interested in protection from being fired, a school board policy on
anti-gay violence, and greater visibility of lesbians and gays through the Newfoundland
and Labrador Teachers' Association.

I believe a handbook for the teachers of this province on gay and lesbian issues

would help alleviate some of the ia and ism in our ion system.
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Chapter |
Introduction
In 1992 I decided to enrol in the Master of Women's Studies Program for the sole
purpose of becoming a better feminist. At that time I felt in order to have the privilege of
labelling myself 'lesbian', it was imperative to first understand feminism, and how
lesbianism and feminism complement each other. I still believe this is true.

No other study has impacted so strongly on who I am, and the person I have

become. I feel a personal resp to change the ion system in

When asked to speak as a 'professional' in the field of gay and lesbian youth, I feel I have
no choice; people are depending on me. I have socially constructed myself to become a
spokesperson for improving the lives of lesbian and gay students and educators in
Newfoundland.

My personal and professional growth has not come without cost. Tam viewed by
other teachers as the resident lesbian feminist. Because students and teachers assume I am
an expert in every aspect of women's issues, I have to live up to a reputation I never
dreamed would be so stringent. Any politically incorrect joke, comment, or attitude
displayed by me is reprimanded. Iam expected to be an environmentalist, socialist, and
pro-abortionist; groups whose political ideologies I know little about. One of the teachers
1 interviewed stated that she did not want to be known as the lesbian teacher; she was a
teacher first. It has been a long time since I have felt that way. Iam labelled by

colleagues as the lesbian teacher, with all the stereotypes that group has about lesbians.

1 have coddled the coll through itivity training; providing them with




information on gay and lesbian issues, biting my tongue over homophobic remarks, and
begging for permission to bring a student to the Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Questioning
Youth Group. [ have come out to students who questioned their sexual orientation,
recognizing how just one out lesbian teacher can make a difference to gay and lesbian
students. Colleagues constantly warn me that outing myself could be detrimental to my
job.

I share much of my political work with a student who came out to me over a year
ago. One day I explained to him that the reason [ was sharing this information was so that
when I became too old and burned out to lobby any longer, he would have an

of the work previ in our province. He told me that he

wouldn't have to be political; all the work will have been finished. While I do not share his
naivete, such optimism makes this thesis well worth the effort,

From my struggle as a lesbian feminist teacher arose an interest in researching how
other gays and lesbians in the education system are experiencing their struggles. It is for
this reason I decided to devote my thesis to fulfil the requirement for my Master of

Women's Studies to "The Social C ion of ia and ism in the

d Education System." [ investigated the educati ences of gay and
lesbian teachers and students, what (if anything) is being taught about homosexuality in
classes, and curriculum changes which would make the education system more gay and
lesbian positive.

In my thesis I identify my research questions and the significance of my research.
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A section is devoted to the history of sexuality, in order to reveal how the regulation of
sexual behavior has served to perpetuate homophobia and the notion of compulsory
heterosexuality. I also report on several th i ives: the ialist, social

constructionist, and postmodem theories of sexuality, and discuss their contributions to
the study of sexuality. These theories are also important in the understanding of
oppression of gays and lesbians, and help to explain why homosexuality has been left out

of the curriculum. I discuss how h i the d

system, and how it impacts on our youth. [ investigate the recent initiatives in other parts
of Canada, for example school boards that are struggling to address gay and lesbian issues
in their curricula. My thesis draws upon social constructionist theories in Sociology, as
well as perspectives from Lesbian and Gay Studies, and from Education on homophobia
and heterosexism. In my thesis I also define terms that are commonly taken for granted,

such as lesbian, gender, ia, and

I discuss my methodology in the second section of this thesis. I explain the
rationale behind choosing interviews with both gay and lesbian teachers and students, and
the reasons these people fear not only coming out', but also being interviewed. I state
how I located my informants. How I analyzed the data I collected is also presented in my
methodology section. [ also discuss some of the challenges which are unique to my

study; ones that are both ing and ial in ion today.

'A life-long process of disclosing to family, friends, and co-workers one's homosexual
orientation.



The experiences of gay and lesbian students and teachers, what has been taught
about homosexuality in courses, and recommended curriculum changes are presented in
the chapter on findings.

A summary of main findings, ical implicati practical implicati and

suggestions for further research are presented in the conclusion.

Significance of Study
Outing myself to all of my teacher colleagues has helped reduce stereotyping and
behaviour prejudicial to lesbians. No longer are gay jokes told in my presence (or

hopefully in the staff room in my absence). Many teachers do not accept derogatory

about h lity in their . Instead, they now talk to students
about the possible presence of gay and lesbian students and staff. Most of the teachers
recognize my partner and me as a couple; some even view us as a legitimate family unit,
sharing concerns similar to those of our heterosexual counterparts.

Since becoming a Master of Women's Studies candidate, I realize the impact just
one educator may have on the education system. Both gay and lesbian teachers and
students might have been empowered by being interviewed about their experiences in the
Newfoundland education system, and the thesis results may contribute to making changes
in the education system. My thesis will therefore not only fulfil the requirements for my
Master of Women's Studies, but wtll also hopefully serve to educate teachers and students

in Newfoundland.



Through studying gay and lesbian issues, I have become interested in helping a
much oppressed group of teens through the following volunteer work.

8 I help coordinate a gay and lesbian youth group, whose major goal is to provide
this population with a place to go and meet other youths.

2. I represent the lesbian community with The Public Awareness Advisory Group of
The Provincial Strategy Against Violence. The strategy has recently endorsed my
proposal to conduct anti-homophobia workshops for high schoof students in St. fofn's and
surrounding areas.

3 Since September, 1997, I have been a member of the Equity Issues in Education
Committee with the Newfoundland and Labrador Teachers' Association (NLTA). Asa
committee member, I have recently designed an anti-homophobia pamphiet and poster
which was approved by the NLTA executive. These pamphlets and posters will be
distributed to every junior high and high school in Newfoundland and Labrador. I also

plan to obtain endorsement through the NLTA for workshops to teachers on
in the education system.
4. I have on Myths ding Lesbians and Gays',

‘Developmental Issues Pertaining to Lesbian and Gay Youth', and ‘Homophobia in the
Newfoundland High Schools'.

5. T have met with members of the incis on several ions to
lobby for an amendment to the Human Rights Code which would prohibit discrimination
against gays and lesbians in employment, housing, and goods and services. In December
of 1997 this code was amended.
6. Through my interviews with gay and lesbian teachers, I hope to have made them
‘more aware of our youths' needs, and the lack of information and guidance available to
them.
All of these initiatives have arisen out of knowledge and confidence acquired through
being a student of the Women's Studies Program.

My work continues to empower me as an educator, thereby, I believe, making me

a better teacher. Through ing how bi ism, and even sexual




orientation are historically regulated and socially constructed, [ feel more equipped to deal
with the power of patriarchy in our education system. I have already studied the Family
Life curricula of many other provinces, and have detected their heterosexual bias. I also
investigated other more gay-positive curricula that are available in the United States and
England. I feel this thesis should make a valuable contribution, as it is unique in

No to date has this particular area of the high

school curriculum.

Research Questions
The purpose of this research was to investigate gay and lesbian students' and

teachers' i of the and curricul I therefore interviewed lesbian and

gay youth and teachers regarding their experiences with peers and teachers, and

if (and how) he lity is in their courses. My interviews
focused on three main research questions:
1. What experiences have gay and lesbian students and teachers encountered in the
education system?

2. What have gay and lesbian students and teachers learned and/or uught about
homosexuality in courses?

3. In the views of gay and lesbian students and teachers, what curriculum changes
would help decrease homophobia and/or heterosexism in our school system?



Chapter I

Literature Review

The History of Sexuality

Popular speculation running through the lesbian community during the winter of
1997 was that Ellen DeGeneres's character on her television sitcom "Ellen”, would come
out as a lesbian,” and that the real-life Ellen was also a lesbian. Hopes of lesbian and gay
icons are not unique to the small community of lesbians in St. John's. Lesbians and gays
from five countries around the world celebrated Ellen's coming out by hosting parties
registered with GLAD (Gays and Lesbians Against Defamation). Many lesbians and
heterosexual® writers have debated whether Sappho, a Greek lyrist who lived on the island

of Lesbos twenty-five hundred years ago, was a lesbian. The hundreds of poems and

which are almost i about women, have been the source of
controversy between Sappho scholars for centuries (Pellegrini, 1994). However, while the
debate may continue for years within academia, lesbians have claimed this famous poet as

one of their own. It is consoling for lesbians and gays to claim gay heroes, as positive

2A woman whose romantic, emotional, and sexual attractions are primarily with women. [
feel one must identify as a lesbian to be considered such.

3A person whose romantic, emotional, and sexual attractions are primarily with those of
the opposite sex. I feel one must identify as heterosexual to be considered such.
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images of famous homosexuals* can reflect our own self-image. Leonardo da Vinci,

Michelangelo, Virginia Woolf, and Plato are all as

while i to society (Cowan, 1988).

‘While research on the history of homosexuality has continued for over a century,
the motives for such inquiry have varied. Some historians have been interested in the
connection between the subject's private and public life (Chauncey, Duberman & Vicinus,
1989). For example, Oscar Wilde (1854~1900) is not only examined for his poetry and
play writing, but also for committing ‘sodomy’ against young boys, and consequently
serving two years in a London prison (Miller, 1995). Gay historians have also been

d in ing the

PP of Is. The oral histories of journalist
Eric Marcus (1992) investigate the struggles for gays and lesbians to obtain equal rights in
the United States from 1945-1990. Most importantly, gays and lesbians seek both a
tradition, as a history of homosexuality has been denied or ignared for too long, and

answers as to why oppression continues.

The gay and lesbian ities have i i ized that some of
the most mpormmxsmuﬁmng, agitating, mdsomeumdmdmgzhem
today, Ily and ively, are best add: d What is

the nature of gay or lesbian "identity"? To what extent do ldblans and gay
men oonsmme a commumty - and what are its origins? What is the

of (or sad hism) to culture and
politics? What social conditions and political strategies have made the
enormous progress of gay people in the last two decades possible - and
how secure is that progress? Can the history of the treatment of

*A person whose primary sexual mm:ncn is for people of the same sex. [ feel one must
identify hi to be such.
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Is by the and medical ion shed light on the
current controversy about how the gay movement should deal with those
entities during the AIDS crisis?
(Chauncey, Duberman, & Vicinus, 1989, pg. 11-12)

A more recent area of gay history seeks to reconstruct homosexuality as a social
history, in that categories of sexuality are seen as contingent upon a specific society at a
particular time.

The particular interrelations and activities which exist at any moment in a
specific society create sexual and other categories which, ultimately,
determine the broad range of modes of behavior available to individuals
who are born within that society. In turn, the social categories and
interrelations are themselves altered over time by the activities and
changing i ips of indivil Sexual ies do not make
manifest essences implicit within individuals, but are the expression of the
active relationships of the members of entire groups and collectives.
(Padgug, 1989, pg. 58)

Claiming that categories of sexualities are a result of social forces can be unsettling to
homosexuals, as some historians have begun to doubt the existence of 'gays' and 'lesbians'
throughout history (Vance, 1994). While homosexual acts appear to have been a part of
most societies, people claiming gay and lesbian identities not limited to specific sexual

activities are a phenomenon of present-day western society. That is, the identities, roles,

and ities of the modern-day h in North America cannot
be paralleled with same-sex sexual behavior in other ideological contexts.

"Homosexual" and "heterosexual" behavwr may be universal; homosexual
and identity and are modern realities. These
identities are not inherent in the individual. In order to be gay, for
example, more than individual inclinations (however we might conceive of
those) or homosexual activity is required; entire ranges of social attitudes
and the construction of particular cultures, subcultures, and social relations

9



are first necessary. To "commit" a homosexual act is one thing; to be a
homosexual is something entirely different.
(Padgus, pg. 60)

Therefore, at other times and places, | identities and were

very much different than our own. In ancient Athens there is no evidence of distinctions
between heterosexuality and homosexuality. Adult men often behaved sexually with both
men (usually younger), and women (usually their wives). "The homosexual of the ancient
world was Everyman, not a specific "type” " (Miller, 1995, pg. xxdi).

Kinsman (1987) asserts that a history of sexuality is a history of social relations, in
that our "sexual scripts” are contingent upon our mental constructs, language, symbolic
systems, and images. In this way, the manner in which we view our sexual behavior is not
individualistic, but rather a social process. An investigation into the history of sexual

behavior uncovers not only the manner in which sexual categories came into being, but

also why have come to be d and ity has become, as
Rich (1980) claims, compulsory.
Regulating sexual behavior is not unique to our century, and not always logical in

any moral sense. Modern day religious fi lists argue that I conduct is

immoral because in the Bible, Leviticus states, "You shall not lie with a male as with a
woman, it is an abomination...If 2 man lies with a male as with a woman, both of them
have committed an abomination; they shall be put to death, their blood is upon them"
(Helminiak, 1994, pg. 43). While this passage appears straightforward, it must be put in
its proper historical context to be fully understood. At the time, Jewish people believed

10



that they, the Israelites, were God's chosen people. The Israelites, who had conquered the
Canaanites, were not to share any practices of that group. One such practice was that
whole families had sex with one another to bless the seasons. Same-sex acts were
therefore prohibited, not because of ethical or moral reasons, but rather because they
wanted to remain separate and distinct from the group they had conquered. The sexual
act in itself was not the issue, but rather the fact that the Israelites wanted to distance
themselves from the Canaanites. Modern day religious fundamentalists have continued to
label this prohibition a sin, outside of its historical context.

Homosexual acts continued on through many centuries. The sexologists, a new
nineteenth century group of western 'scientists' who studied human sexuality, defined
same-sex love using the term homosexuality. The term was first used in 1869, by Karl
Maria Kertbeny, a German-Hungarian. He was trying to abolish Prussia's laws regulating
sexual relations between men (Miller, 1995).

It was not until the middle of the nineteenth-century that the category of "lesbian"
was formed (Kitzinger, 1987). Women's romantic friendships, often called "crushes" or

“"smashes", were permitted, yet trivialized, in western societies in earlier centuries. During

the late ni and early tieth- ies, middle- and upper-class girls in boarding
schools and colleges in England and America often sent flowers, locks of hair, and love
letters to each other. While same-sex relationships were probably common outside of
women's colleges, jails, and nunneries, they may have been even more prevalent in these
settings, since there were large numbers of females living completely independent of men.

1



Perhaps because educated women have left written accounts of these friendships, they
appear to be more prevalent in all-women colleges. They held romantic all-women
dances, became athletic, educated, and were often financially independent. After
graduation, many women rejected their expected role of wife and mother to enter careers
for which they had been trained in college. Then, as now, in order to succeed in a man's
world, some chose or felt forced into wearing men's clothing and into pretending to be
male (Faderman,1991).

The negative sti ization of same-sex ionships was popularized by

sexologists at the end of the nineteenth century, who without any data 'scientifically'

"o

classified all romantic friendships among women as "lesbian", "perversions", and
"disorders" (Faderman, 1991). As reported by Faderman, Havelock Ellis, an American
sexologist, felt that women's colleges encouraged lesbianism:

They kiss each other fondly on every occasion. They embrace each other
with mutual satisfaction. It is most natural, in the interchange of visits, for
them to sleep together. They learn the pleasure of direct contact, and in
the course of their fondling they resort to cunnilinguistic practices... After
this the normal sex act fails to satisfy [them].

(Faderman, 1991, pg. 49)

Jackson (1987) argues that sexologists such as Ellis and Marie Stopes (either

or i ) iali ity as we know it. Ellis

'proved' that male dominated sexuality was ‘natural’. Jackson (1984) states that Ellis, by
asserting that sexual intercourse was based on animal instincts, and also that women

enjoyed being raped, constructed and maintained power relations between men and

2



women.

Marie Stopes, who held advanced degrees from London and Munich, wrote a
marriage manual Married Love in 1918, which was printed in twenty-eight editions and
remained popular for three decades. Jackson (1987) argued that while Stopes did
consider females' sexual autonomy, she failed to challenge male power in sexual
relationships. Jackson also noted that Stopes also argued, without any data, that women
deprived of regular intercourse with men were sex-starved, as their bodies lacked the
necessary chemical substances provided by male secretions.

This practice [coitus interruptus], while it may have saved the woman the
anguish of bearing unwanted children, is yet very harmful to her, and is to
be deprecated. It tends to leave the woman in "mid-air" as it were; to leave
her sti and isfied, and therefore it has a very bad effect on her
nerves and general health, particularly if it is done frequently. The woman,
too, loses the advantage (and I am convinced that it is difficult to overstate
the physiological advantage) of the partial absorption of the man's
secretions, which must take place through the large tract of internal
epithelium with which they come in contact. If, as physiology has already
proved is the case, the internal absorption of secretions from the sex-
organs plays so large a part in determining the health and character of
remote parts of the body, it is extremely likely that the highly stimulating
secretions which accompany man's semen can and do penetrate and affect
the woman's whole organism.

(Stopes, 1918, pg. 95-96)
Support of heterosexuality as 'natural’ denies the possible existence and robs of any other

form of sexual behavior (i.e. lesbianism) of normalcy and legitimacy. Sexologists such as

and P 3

Ellis and Stopes have served to
further supporting patriarchy.
Richard von Krafft-Ebing (1840-1920), a professor of psychiatry at the University

13



of Vienna, labelled homosexuality "antipathic sexual instinct”. His degeneracy theory
which asserted that medical, psychiatric, and social problems were transmitted from
generation to generation, and were the root cause of homosexuality. In his case studies,

he ized h gender ypes, stating that h Is possess the

characteristics of the gender opposite to themselves (Miller, 1995). This
conceptualization is still popular. Gender, like sexuality, is a product of social
interaction.® While sex is assigned based on one's genitalia, sexuality and sexual identity,
become linked to gender through social processes. Keller (1992, pg. 46) argues that
feminist theory regards gender as a "cultural transformation of male and female infants
into adult men and women." Kinsman (1987) supports Keller's view.

Through this social process is created a "natural” attitude towards sexuality

and gender. This formation of sexuality implants the ideas of masculinity

and femininity within our very social and sexual beings, making it very

difficult to disentangle our various needs grouped together as sexuality

from biology, reproduction, and gender.

(pg. 25)
Unlike Krafft-Ebing, Sigmund Freud (1856-1939) did not believe degeneracy

caused ity. Freud that a ination of nature and nurture was

responsible, and that an "arrested development" at an early stage prevented people from
"normal" opposite-sex attractions. While Freud did not believe that homosexuality could

be changed, some of his followers did. Treatments such as aversion therapy, shock

’Bohan (1993) explams the socially constructed view of gender as "a construct that
identifies that are und to be iate to one sex” (pg. 7).
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treatment, and lobotomies emerged. "The era of stigmatization, of 'gay is sick', had

arrived” (Miller, 1995, pg. 25).

Theoretical Perspectives on Sexuality

Essentialist Views of Sexuality

There is a debate ing whether sexual ori ion can best be explained by

‘essentialist’ or 'social constructionist' theories of sexuality (Weeks, 1989). Essentialists
argue that sexuality is biologically determined, fixed at birth, constant, and that it cannot
change throughout a person's life. While this argument alludes to heterosexuality,

h ity, and bi lity®, ialist research began by heterosexuals

problematizing, and so inquiring, into the "cause" of homosexuality. An essentialist
perspective implies that the causes of how we think, feel, behave, etc. can all be reduced
to sex, and that if we are attracted to a certain gender (male or female), it is because of
genetics. There is virtually no parallel interest in the "cause" of heterosexuality, a situation
which in itself may be seen as a homophobic approach.

Many people, both homosexual and heterosexual, hope that research will lead to

as a biological trait (Grady, 1992). Arguing homosexuality as

biological removes any responsibility for choice, and implies that we are gays and lesbians

simply because we can't help it (Schuklenk, U. & Ristow, M., 1996). There are

A sexual orientation whereby people are sexually attracted to both men and women. To
be bisexual, I feel a person must identify as such.
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advantages to viewing sexual orientation as biological. Perhaps fewer people would fear
that we are trying to recruit children to become gay, and parents might become more
accepting of their gay children, as they would no longer carry the burden of guilt that a

dysfunctional family life caused their child's h ity. Some gay ad believe

that a genetic basis for homosexuality would persuade law-makers that discrimination,
similar to discrimination against genetic factors such as race and gender, is
unconstitutional (Henry, W.A. TII, 1995). Essentialism seen in this way weakens the
hands of coercive priests, parents, etc. who desire a change in a person's sexuality, those
who try to rationalise the claim that gay people recruit children, and those who wish to use
that rationale as a basis to fire gay teachers.

However, there are also disadvantages to thinking about homosexuality as having a
biological basis. Identifying a "gay gene" might eventually make it possible for scientists
to "straighten up" the genetic code of gay and lesbian adults, or test for potential gayness
in fetuses (LeVay, 1995), and abort those fetuses found positive.

‘While there has been an abundance of scientific research arising from and
supporting this essentialist theory, much media attention was focused on that of Simon
LeVay, a neurobiologist at the Salk Institute in San Diego, when he reported that brains of
gay men differed physically from those of their heterosexual counterparts. He asserted
that neurons in the hypothalamus (which is believed to influence sexual behavior) of gay
men were on average less than half the size of heterosexual men - actually the same size as
in women's brains (LeVay, 1995). This "modern" notion of homosexuality can be equated
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to the old idea that gay men are similar to women. LeVay also claims, however, that this
does not prove that some men are born gay, for "gay genes" (if they exist) may become
effective only after birth through physical influences such as sexual behavior with other
men.

LeVay's research has many flaws. All the men in LeVay's study had died of AIDS,
a disease that attacks brain cells (LeVay, 1995), which could account for the smaller
hypothalamus. Even though the control sample of heterosexual men had also died of
AIDS, and most of this group had larger neurons in the area of the hypothalamus which

may regulate sexual behavior, LeVay had no prior dealings with these people (Rist, 1995),

and therefore, one could question his criteria for

or
orientation. How could he know what sexual activity these men had experienced, let
alone how they self-identified? LeVay also studied the brains of several women, who he

assumed to be heterosexual. His criteria for determining their sexual orientation was "on

the basis of the p d of h ‘women in the population" (LeVay, 1995,
pg. 65), a weak basis indeed. Finally, LeVay's findings focused on the averages of the size
of the hypothalamus neurons; the data shows the variation was very wide. These flaws
certainly appear to weaken LeVay's conclusions.

The essentialist theory of sexuality has weaknesses and positive and negative
consequences for how lesbian and gay men are treated. It implies that sexual orientation
cannot change, and that people have no choice, and puts them into a few pre-determined
sexual categories. Essentialist theories cannot explain why or how some feminists, or

17



other women and men, change their sexual orientation to suit their political ideologies or

for other reasons. Nor does this theory explain bisexuality - is it possible for one person

to have both h | and h | genes? ialism ignores the research of
Alfred Kinsey, who found that most of his subjects were bisexual; i.e. they had

experienced and/or fantasized about sexual activity with both sexes. Kinsey explained this

by p ing that h lity and h lity are not separate categories, but that

sexuality is a i with h lity and lity at opposite ends of the
spectrum (Schippers, 1989). Kinsey argued that most people's sexual preferences were
not either hetero- or homosexual, but rather both, differing by degree between individuals,
at different times and in different social situations. Thus, essentialist theories seem too

simple to explain such a complex, human, social interaction.

The Social Construction of Sexuality

Social constructionism is a theory of how we come to describe and explain the
world the way we do (Gergen, 1985). Constructivists argue that people categorize the
world in a particular way because "they have participated in social practices, institutions,
and other forms of symbolic action (e.g. language) that presuppose or in some way make
salient those categorizations" (Shweder & Miller, 1985, p. 4). Categories are transmitted

through the social process of symbolic i ion; they are not individually invented. Our

characteristics such as gender and sexual orientation, and emotions such as love and anger

are not loped independently by indivi , but as "simply a construct that identifies



particular ions that are as appropriate” (Bohan, 1993, p. 7). Social

constructionist theory supports the ideology that the personal is political. We define
ourselves through interactions with society in both our own actions and how we receive
society's covert messages regarding how we should behave. In this way social and
political structures make, or construct, the people we are - the way we think, feel, and
behave. Social construction theory importantly critiques science.

Most basic of all, social constructioni: that taken-for-granted
category of 'science' itself as socially consututed and historically
determined, arguing that our notions about what it is to 'do’ science, what
‘counts' as facts, and what constitutes 'good' scientific practice are the
products of the particular place, time and culture in which they are
embedded. Not only the familiar categories which make up that content of
science, but the very nature of science itself is thrown into question by the
social constructionist movement (author's italics).

(Kitzinger, 1987, pg. 188)

Feminist researchers argue that sexuality is socially constructed (Jackson, 1987 &
Kitzinger, 1987). We contend that sexual orientation is not biological, but rather the
product of social interaction. Herek (1984) maintains that in western society we
categorize people as women and men who are heterosexual or homosexual. This society
constructs people's sexuality into neat compartments, with different expectations and
stereotypes for each: gay men, heterosexual men, lesbians, heterosexual women, bisexual
men, and bisexual women.

Adrienne Rich, (1980) in her essay, "Compulsory Heterosexuality and Lesbian

Existence" maintains that lity is socially . She questions why

lesbian existence has been denied in ideas about art, feminist scholarship, education,
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friendships, lovers, and community. She argues that every culture throughout history has

had some women reject i ips, and live a existence.
Rich points out that heterosexuality is made compulsory by certain ideas such as

and

hegemonic pornography, and actions such as cli

Women thus become i that ity is i and necessary, even
though in many cases unsatisfying and depressing. In Rich's view, even Women's Studies

courses are guilty of making only token to lesbianism. Rich chall feminist

research and theory as ibuting to y

"...when we look hard and clearly at the extent and elaboration of measures
designed to keep women within a male purlieu, it becomes an inescapable
question whether the issue feminists have to address is not simple "gender
inequality" nor the domination of culture by males nor mere "taboos against

, but the ity for women as a
means of assuring the male right of phyxlcal, economic, and emotional
access. One of the many means of enforcement is, of course, the rendering
invisible of the lesbian possibility, an engulfed continent which rises
fragmentedly into view from time to time only to become submerged again.
Feminist research and theory that contribute to lesbian invisibility or
marginality are actually working against the liberation and empowerment of
‘women as a group”.

(Rich, 1980, pg. 647-648)
Rich further extends the notion of lesbian identity. She introduces the concept of a
lesbian continuum, whereby women are bonded to women at different levels, independent
of genital sexual arousal. Like Rich, Thompson (1993) agrees that lesbians are not a
different category of women, but part of a female continuum. They both feel the dividing
of lesbian from heterosexual women causes us to lose sight of the major goal of many
women - to end male supremacy.
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If sexuality is constructed by belief systems, and not genetic, why would people become
homosexual, when prejudice against it clearly causes misery to so many individuals?
Thirty percent of teen suicides may have to do with sexual identity issues (Hersch, 1991)
Acts of homophobia’ by our co-workers and families of orientation are indeed painful.
Furthermore, therapists have been remarkably unsuccessful in "curing" gay people of their
“illness", even when they said they wanted to change (Koertge, 1990). Political lesbians
argue they made a choice to change their sexual orientation as a statement against
patriarchy. However, there are a number of heterosexual feminists who connect with
women, and still feel they are physically attracted only to men. If a woman in a lesbian
community starts a sexual relationship with a man, her friends expect her to "be back".

Perhaps because we don't believe we can change, we don't.

Perhaps the biggest threat to ls is that social ionist theories
will only be applied to lity. Once again, h ity will be left
by ioning h i i hing" the causes of

homosexuality. If homosexuality is accepted as being socially constructed, some fear
lesbian and gay identity will be trivialized, as that too is constructed (Vance, 1989).

So, who benefits from any theory of sexuality? Bisexuals are still frowned upon
and even rejected by some members of both the heterosexual and homosexual

communities. Lesbians are labelled as such to keep us separate - different from

7An irrational fear, hatred, or repulsion toward ls. F hobic behavior

includes name-calling, verbal harassment, and physical assault.
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mainstream society. Butler (1993) claims that identity categories are instruments of
regulatory regimes. Thus, a set of stereotypes about both lesbian and straight women tend
to compartmentalize us. As lesbians we view ourselves as independent from men and
connecting emotionally and sexually with only women. Some heterosexuals could never
imagine having sex with a woman, or losing all the privileges associated with marriage.
Thus, paradoxically, once we identify ourselves as lesbians, we can argue we are
oppressed, and celebrate our differences, but in so doing, we conveniently construct

categories which separate us from heterosexual women.

Postmodernism

While all feminist theories attempt to "...describe women's oppression, to explain
its causes and consequences, and to prescribe strategies for women's liberation", (Tong,
1989, pg. 1) no theory has included the lesbian experience so fundamentally as
postmodern feminism. Other feminist theories such as liberalism, Marxism, and socialism
have been criticized for not naming and for not being relevant to minorities such as
lesbians, women of colour, and disabled women, and not attempting to take the
experiences of these minorities into account (Elliot & Mandell, 1995). Postmodernism is,
for me, a 'breath of fresh air’, in that queer theory is finally being given serious
consideration.

Similar to social ionist theory, ism criticizes scientific

objectivity. Postmodern theorists assert that objective, universal, scientific truth is
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impossible. Categories are only meaningful in their historical and cultural contexts.

Postmodernists have focused on the growth of science and its widening
influence over many spheres of life throughout modernity. They have
claimed that in the name of "science”, authority has become exercised in a
variety of ways: in the disciplines, the media, popular advice manuals, and
so0 on. By pointing to the element of power in such modern practices,
postmodernists have extended the field where power has traditionally been
viewed as operating, for example, from the state and the economy to such
domains as sexuality and mental heath.

(Nicholson, 1990, pg. 4)

So finally, the power of heterosexual identity is recognized by this group of theorists.
Categories such as ‘gay’ and ‘lesbian’ are not only viewed in their historical context, but as
we are already familiar regarding economics and the state, in their relations to power.
Postmodern theorists such as Michel Foucault and Carol Vance inquire: Who produces
these categories? Why were these categories produced? Who benefits from these
categories? How are they changed over historical time?

Foucauit contended that people were not "free”, but rather at the mercy of
historical forces. Rejecting a liberal, humanistic view of reality, he insisted that our
opinions, habits, and institutions are all products of history. Vance, a social
constructionist, supports Foucault's assertion that sexuality is subject to historical forces.

[C ionist] fr rks have the 'natural' status of many

domains, presenting the possibility of a truly social inquiry as well as

suggesting that human actions fiave been and continue to be subject to

historical forces and, thus, to change. Gender and sexuality have been the

very last domains to have their natural, biological status called into
question.

(Vance, 1984, pg. 14)
Foucault claims that the nineteenth century’s categorizing of sexuality created
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homosexuality. During the late eighteenth century, he asserts that homosexual behavior

was nothing more than i acts. Once ity was studied by ists, it
became a medical category, and thus the homosexual was created, a person with a unique
identity

Nothing that went into [the homosexual's] total composition was
unaffected by his sexuality. [t was everywhere present in him: at the root
of all his actions because it was their insidious and indefinitely active
principle; written immodestly on his face and body because it was a secret
that always gave itself away... The sodomite had been a temporary
aberration; the homosexual was now a species.

(Foucault, 1978, pg. 43)

‘While Vance and Foucault are both social constructionists and postmodemists,
they differ in some of their opinions. Foucault argues there was no gay identity before the
nineteenth century.

[Foucault] argued that the nineteenth century - with its relentless

categorization of sexual "perversions" - had, instead of repressing

sexuality, actually done the opposite. In the case of homosexuality, the

early sexologists had transformed the sin of sodomy into the "personage”,
the "species” of the modern homosexual.
(Miller, 1995, pg. 471)

Vance, on the other hand, is not sure whether or not a gay identity existed before

Social construction theory does not predict a particular answer: whether
something we call 'gay identity’ existed in the 17th or 19th century...or
whether 19th-century female romantic friendship or crossing-women are
properly called 'lesbian, is a matter for empirical examination.
Contemporary gay identity might exist in other times and cultures or it
might not...Construction theory is against premature closure, and its price
is tolerating ambiguity.

(Vance, 1984, pg. 15)
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Kinsman (1987) claims that h lity, lesbianism, and h lity have

been socially and are recent ti He di the claim of

that there is an "intrinsic, natural gay, lesbian, heterosexual, or other form of sexuality"
(pg. 15), and discusses how lesbians and gays have been constructed as "deviants" in a
heterosexual world.

Kinsman uses the "hegemony theory" to explain the normalization and

of domi I | culture. He argues that this hegemony is
constructed and maintained by all those agents and agencies which construct
homosexuality as deviant. To me, Kinsman claims to hold a postmodern theory of
sexuality in that he feels homosexuality has been socially constructed by regulatory
institutions such as the church and education system in order to keep us oppressed.

The entry of | h into public attitudes
involves many variants of heterosexist discourse, each of which merits its
own analysis... These include homosexuality as a sin (in religious discourse);
as unnatural (in both religious and secular discourse); as illness (in medicine
and psychiatry and in a new sense with the current AIDS crisis); as a
congenital disorder or inversion (in sex psychology or sexology); as
deviance (in some sociological theory); h Is as child
seducers, and corruptors (in certain sexological studies and the media); as a
symptom of social degeneranon (in Soclal Darwinist and eugenic
"pinkos", and a national security
risk because of the polentlal for blackmail (rooted in McCarthyism, military
organization, the Cold War and 1950s spy scandals); as tolerated only
‘when practised between consenting adults in "private" (the Wolfenden
strategy of privatization); and as a criminal offense or a social menace (in
police campaigns, "moral panics" and the media

(Kinsman, pg. 33)

Mary Mclntosh (reprinted in 1981) argued in her 1968 article "The Homosexual
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Role", that to date homosexuality has been researched as a condition which characterizes a
group of people. This conceptualization of homosexuality lends support to two major
perspectives of essentialism,; first that a person is either homosexual or not, and second
that there are identifiable cause(s) of the condition.

Instead, MclIntosh (1981) posits that labelling some people as homosexuals
operates as a form of social control. Being labelled homosexual demands permissible
behavior from heterosexuals; that is sexual behavior between men and women only.
Homosexuality also serves to create and segregate deviants (homosexuals) from non-
deviants (heterosexuals). When a group is labelled as deviant, the roles, behaviors, and
feelings of this group become fixed. Thus, we are left with the dichotomy of heterosexual

and homosexual.

The Literature on Homophobia and Heterosexism
Homophobia
Most research on homophobia to date has explored homophobia through a liberal
humanistic approach - a 'blame the individual' method (Kitzinger, 1987). People are

viewed as ible and for their own iors and attitudes. Just as

discrimination is often seen as applying to an individual victim, rather than to members of

a particular group, so is i to the individual. Here I review the
literature since the early 1970s, which probes into the possible personality traits of

homophobic individuals.
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While this literature may shed light upon possible causes of homophobia on an

level, a ical k at the societal level is lacking. Liberalism serves
to remove homophobia from the political domain. Responsibility is shifted from society

when individuals, instead of society, are viewed as pathological, but for homophobia to be

50 Wit d and so ble, there are obvi social functions which homophobia
serves. Rubin (1993, p. 6) points out that young males "...come into gay neighbourhoods
armed with baseball bats and looking for trouble, knowing that the adults in their lives
either secretly approve or will look the other way." Sarachild (1975) argues that
liberalism functions to stop the oppressed from rebelling against major institutions such as
the family, church, and education system. It is far more difficult to rebel against these
institutions for homophobia than to blame people for individual acts of homophobia.

Liberal leadership emerges whenever an oppressed group begins to move

against the oppressor. It works to preserve the oppmsm‘s power by

avoiding and ps exposure and The dis

always resisting the oppressor in some way, but when rebellion begins to be

public knowledge and the movement becomes a powerful force, liberalism

becomes necessary for the oppressor to stop the radical upsurge.
(p.57)

One cause of individual homophobia is ignorance. Millham, San Miguel, &
Kellogg, (1976) found that homophobes are less likely than non-homophobes to know or
have knowingly had personal contact with lesbians or gay men in the past. Thus, their
attitudes are completely unfounded. Their beliefs are formed from ignorance.
Comparable to racists, classists, and ageists, they hate and fear the unknown. Sometimes,
when these people realize a family member or close friend is lesbian or gay, their fear is
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more likely to be religious, attend church regularly, and follow strict religious doctrine.
Those who feel they are the most religious, and live the most moral lives, are often those
who are the most prejudiced against homosexuality.

Homophobes are more likely to live in places where negative attitudes toward
homosexuals are accepted as the norm (Whitehead & Metzer, 1981). Small towns are
perhaps one of the worst places to grow up if you are homosexual. Because there is little
exposure to anything or anyone that is not mainstream, people are often treated like freaks
if they deviate from the majority of the community. Many lesbians and gay males have left
small communities in Newfoundland to move to St. John's, where the homosexual
communities are somewhat larger (Stone, 1990). Likewise, many homosexuals from St.

John's have moved to larger centres such as Toronto or Vancouver to ward off'

ia by maintaini ity. hobes are more likely to think their friends
also have negative attitudes about homosexuality, especially if they are male (Larsen,
Reed, & Hoffman, 1980). Thus, individuals often carry the prejudices of their friends, and
appear to be afraid of speaking out against their friends' beliefs.
Intolerance of homosexuality is also often found in individuals who manifest high

levels of itarianism (Karr, 1978). hobes often have a 'father knows best'

attitude, show little regard for the rights of women and children, and use rigid punishment

with misbehaving children.

Rather than ing indivi (1992) explores the
ideology of homophobia as separated into four distinct, yet interrelated categories:
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personal, i I, instituti and cultural h hobia. Personal ia is

defined as individuals believing that gays and lesbians are inferior, disgusting, genetically
defective, or psychologically disturbed in refation to heterosexuals.

Interpersonal homophobia results when personal homophobia is manifested into
action. Examples would include name-calling, jokes, or insults which are common
occurances in our schools and places of work. Herek (1989) reported that in the United
States, ninety-two percent of lesbians and gay men have been the targets of anti-gay verbal
abuse or threats, and twenty-four percent have been physically attacked. All too often
when gays or lesbians disclose their sexual orientation, family members, friends, or co-

workers will abandon them. ia is also manif in the refusal to

hire, denial of insurance and employee benefits, and refusal of goods and services.

Instituti ia is defined by (1992) as the ways that

g and ional and religious institutions systematically
discriminate against gays and lesbians in laws, policies, and practices. In Newfoundland,
despite efforts by gay and lesbian groups lobbying to change the Human Rights Code to

include sexual orientation as a ited grounds of dit

continued for years to postpone the amendment (Lacey, Hodder, & Shortall, 1996). Even
if the government does amend the code, teachers will be exempt, as denominational school

boards have the right to fire teachers on religious grounds; a right protected by



Newfoundland's Terms of Union with Canada (Royal Commission on Education, 1992).*

Cultural homophobia includes a conspiracy to silence, denial of culture, denial of
popular strength, fear of overvisibility, creation of defined places, denial of self-labelling,
and negative symbolism, and is described by Blumenfeld (1992) as codes of behavior that
are expected by society. Unlike institutional homophobia, these codes of behavior are
neither law nor policy. They do, however, manifest and legitimize oppression of gays and
lesbians.

Gay and lesbian students are often denied information about support groups in
their communities, cannot find books in their libraries, and learn nothing of gay and lesbian
issues in an ever-present heterosexist curriculum. These are forms of cultural homophobia
and are experienced as a denial to silence the presence of other gays and lesbians.

The silence is also evident among members of society who refuse to believe that
there are a significant number of gays and lesbians, even though many studies suggest that
up to ten percent of the population are sexual minorities (Project 10 Handbook, 1993).
Further, when people do not disclose their sexual orientation in fear of losing their jobs,
families, or friends, accurate percentages, and consequently strength of a minority, is

repressed.

*On Tuesday, December 9, 1997, the House of Assembly passed Bill 21, an Act to amend

the Human Rights Code in Newfoundland which includes sexual orientation as a prohibited
grounds of discrimination. On Thursday, December 11, 1997, Brian Tobin, the Premier of
Newfoundland stated that "Teachers will no longer have to worry about losing their jobs because
of sexual preference...once Term 17 [an amendment to Newfoundland's Terms of Union with
Canada] is passed in Ottawa" (The Evening Telegram, Thursday, December 11, 1997).
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Gays and lesbians are continuously denied visibility equal to their heterosexual
counterparts. While heterosexuals are 'allowed' to kiss and hold hands in public, gays and
lesbians are constantly reminded not to be blatant, and not to flaunt their homosexuality.
Even a picture of a same-sex spouse displayed on our desk is considered by some to be
too liberal and 'in one's face.'

When gays and lesbians are lucky enough to be provided space for dances,
meetings, support groups, and other community events, the places are often in ghettos; a
reminder to the public that gay and lesbian life is filled with poverty, isolation and
marginalization.

‘While homosexuals have chosen labels such as gay and lesbian, derogatory labels
such as 'dyke!, 'faggot’, and 'butch’ were chosen by outsiders to oppress sexual minorities.
In the last decade, gays and lesbians have taken back and embraced these labels as their
own as tools of empowerment. Usually, however, new labels are discovered by outsiders
as tools of degradation.

Myths, or negative symbols, about gays and lesbians are numerous. Gays are
portrayed as child molesters and sexually promiscuous. Lesbians are stereotyped as man-
hating truck drivers. Both gays and lesbians are perceived as unable to maintain
relationships equal to that of their heterosexual counterparts.

Blumenfeld supports a social ionist view of b hobia. While personal

and interpersonal homophobia are beliefs and acts on an individual basis, they are

inforced, and d by, instituti and cultural h hobi
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Heterosexism
Perhaps one of the biggest causes of homophobia is the ideology of heterosexism’
that constructs lifestyles as the norm, completely separate from and superior to

homosexuality and bisexuality (Sparkes, 1994). Thus, non-heterosexual behavior,

hips, identity, and ity are denied, ignored, or hidden (Herek, 1990).
Homophobic acts and behavior are blatant and limited, however, heterosexism is more
covert and permeates throughout all of societies' institutions: the family, church,

government, and the education system (Project 10 Handbook, 1993). While hobi

‘may be viewed as more hateful and dangerous (i.e. gay bashing), heterosexism is more
accepted in such acts as refusing same-sex benefits, denying gays and lesbians adoption
rights, and excluding gay and lesbian content from high school curriculums. In the
concept of heterosexism it is implicit that superior sexual orientation entitles one to
privileges that are denied to others. Heterosexual marriage, parenting, spousal health care

benefits, and housing are di ially valued in ison with their in

lationships (. ing, 1993). Jung and Smith (1993) describe

heterosexism as a reasoned system of bias. Unlike homophobia, heterosexism is not based
on fear or hatred. Instead it is a taken-for-granted belief rooted in what people believe

about "normal" sexuality.

°A belief that heterosexuality is better and more valid than homosexuality. Through this
behef system gays, lesbians, and blsexuals are discriminated against, ignored, and pitied.
ist values fuel (Herek, 1992).
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It is not necessary for ia to be for b
cultural structure to be active in a particular moment. It operates thmugh
silences and absences as well as through verbal and physical abuse or
lhrough overt discrimination. Indaed, one form of heterosexism

by failing to It posits a totally and
unambxguausly heterosexual world in much the same way as certain forms
of racism posit the universality of whiteness. In this way, the dominant
form is made to appear 'normal’ and 'natural' and the subordinate perverse,
remarkable or dangerous. Recognition of this general structure throws a
flood of light on everyday experiences. First, the sheer work of
esm.blxshmg agayor lsblan xdennty in forms that others will reoogmze is

to the pes i This labour of coming out
ls oﬂen matched by the stn.-ngt.h of denial on the part of recipients of
seems so i that is it

immediately ignored or repressed.
(Epstein & Johnson, 1994, pg. 198-199)

As a pattern of discrimination, heterosexism pervades most dimensions of this

culture, while homophobic acts are less acceptable and more overt. Herek (1992) calls the

promotion of only heterosexual values cultural ism. He feelsitisi to

discover how heterosexism is transmitted through cultural institutions such as religion, the

law, psychiatry and psychology, and the mass media.

This 'system' shapes our Iega.l, ic, political, sacmL L
familial, historical, and ecclesial insti
lies at v.he heart of this system of prejudice. Heterocentrism leads to the
that is the ive form of human sexuality.
It is the measure by which all other sexual orientations are judged. All
sexual authority, value, and power are centred in heterosexuality.
(Jung & Smith, 1993, pg. 14)

Therefore, because of heterosexism, our legal institutions deny adoption to same
sex couples, our historical institutions devalue gay and iesbian histories, our ecclesial

institutions forbid marriage between same-sex couples, and our educational institutions
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promote only heterosexual values. Unless personally challenged, heterosexists don't
appear to go around hating lesbians and gays. In fact, they don't appear to give us much
thought, until we talk about our lives, or try to adopt children, or teach their children
about our lives. Many people claim to tolerate homosexuals as long as we don't "flaunt”
it, in acts such as hand-holding, kissing, or talking about our partners in public. Sexuality
is supposed to be private. However, heterosexuality is publicly affirmed (Herek, 1990),
and "flaunted”. Weddings, baby showers, and hand-holding are all public customs for
heterosexuals. Such behaviors by lesbians or gays would be perceived as radical and
cause for harassment.

Ad of | ism perceive the i as the only

natural, viable expression of human sexuality. In this view, all forms of sexual behavior
are supposed to lead up to vaginal intercourse. From a heterosexist point of view, nothing
else is the real thing. Further, the only type of sexual behavior which is procreative is
vaginal intercourse, proof for heterosexists that it is natural. However, Jung and Smith
(1993) argue that this perception is socially constructed.

‘What is said about the natural, bodily link between lovemaking and baby
making is a social constmcuon How people wﬂl conmve ﬂ:e reality of
the link will vary of this link
that claim to be bias free ﬁ'equcntly acquire a fals:ly privileged, objective
stature by virtue of appearing to be culturally unmarked. Yet most often
such objective interpretations foster unchallenged particular interests,
usually those of the status quo.

(Jung & Smith, 1993, p. 41)

Gender, which Herek defines as "a set of shared beliefs, values, and customs
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and 'femininity™ (Herek, 1992, pg. 96), is also socially

constructed (Bohan, 1993) and forms an ideological context for, and is used as a tool to
deny lesbian and gay identities. Bohan argues that what is considered masculine or
feminine is not fundamentally connected with sex, but rather a perception of society,

agreed upon and duced by participation in ine' and 'feminine’ behavi She

contends that being labelled ‘woman' implies many other traits such as sensitivity,
weakness, and co-dependence. These traits serve patriarchy when women value these
traits, a situation which serves to maintain their oppression. The masculine gender is
equated with strength and emotional insensitivity. Children learn to value traditional
masculinity and femininity at such an early age, gender roles seem natural, rather than
constructs dictated by society. Because gays and lesbians are stereotyped as effeminate

and h f ively, they are perceived as abnormal. People rejecting gender

formity are labelled as h 1 of their sexual
While both lesbians and gays are attacked because of perceived gender

the institution of ism is often not the same for each group. When

the i of lesbians are often either ignored or subsumed

under to the gay experience (Spaulding, 1993). Often a lesbian is viewed as a woman who
cannot get a man; i.e. cannot function as a heterosexual. Another popular perception is

that lesbians are women who hate men, instead of women who love women (Spaulding,

1993). Further, lesbianism is perceived by some ists as a phase of sexual
development; the idea is that lesbians never achieve adulthood. Some think that a lesbian
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must have experienced sexual abuse as a child.
Children learn gender roles and sexualities before they learn about homosexuality

or (. i ) ividual violence, or verbal attacks against lesbians

and gays which Herek (1992) labels as psychological heterosexism is fostered through
cultural heterosexism. While society does not condone violent acts, the heterosexist act of
denying lesbians and gays equal privileges and respect fuels individual homophobes with
the perception that since lesbians and gays are not worthy citizens, that homophobics

actions are just.

Homophobia and Heterosexism Perpetrated by Adolescents

A large percentage of perpetrators of anti-gay violence are youth. Comstock
(1991) found that in the United States, nearly one-half of all perpetrators are twenty-one
years old or younger, and ninety-four percent of the general population of perpetrators are
male. Comstock (1991) also found that over half of the victims were approximately the
same age as their perpetrators. Further, DeCecco (1984) found that the number of violent
attacks against lesbian and gay youths has increased, especially since the onset of the
AIDS epidemic. Together, this research implies that many of our youth are involved in
homophobic violence, either as perpetrators or as victims. Lesbian and gay teens face

danger and isolation.

Homophobia and Heterosexism Perpetrated by Family

Lesbian and gay teens are a socially oppressed group, discriminated against by
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institutions such as the family, and schools (Morrow, 1993). Parents of most lesbians and
gays are heterosexual; teens therefore lack role models from that source for dating and
intimate relationships. Hetrick and Martin (1987) report that parents often feel shame and
guilt when they find out their child is lesbian or gay because homosexuality is often
equated with poor parenting. In many cases, young gays and lesbians are rejected totally
by being kicked out of their homes (Morrow, 1993). The media portrays gays as
effeminate and lesbians as butch. So, at a time when teens are in great need of information
about, and affirmation of their sexuality, most knowledge is pejorative (Greene, 1994). In

these ways, families perpetuate both homophobia and heterosexism.

Gay and Lesbian Students' E i of ia and ism in School

Suicide attempts by youths continue to be under reported. Factors associated with
lesbian and gay suicide include low self-esteem, social isolation, depression, negative
family interactions, and negative social attitudes (Proctor & Groze, 1994). Avicolli
(1986) found that twenty-five to thirty percent of gay, lesbian, or bisexual youth surveyed
had attempted suicide by the mean age of 15.5 years. In the United States, approximately
thirty percent of youth suicides are related to issues of sexual identity (Friend, 1993).

During the past two decades the topic of homosexuality has received more media,
governmental, and medical attention than ever before. However, Newfoundland lesbian
and gay youth continue to be silenced and ignored by our high schools. They are not even

visible in the curriculum (Harris, 1990).

39



oy

souwe st LLND PUBPUNOJmaN 43 Ul UOT sarv ‘sdmsuonejo: Aes jo uonuswm

oMy soyew 1%31 ST (5661 “JOPPOHD) ‘PIO STEaA 3AT-AIuaMI MO[oq S5O ATE SUORAJU ATH
12021 31 JO ISOW PUEPUNOIMEN ! uaw AeB 3o uonendod S UM BT 108 3 aRdseq
*S,ILS 3910 PuE ‘SATV ‘Aenxas noqe uresSoid [Ty € st S|00qOs SNOEED Uewoy

oy wy posn (£661) TERUEIN FUSPTIS SANSUONE[Y AIEOH 10J STIDTS I3} Sutu spesd
V9] W 13)e] [ENX3SOWOY ® 3 [[a ASY3 UBSW AJLIESSI09U J0U SI0P X0S SIS Y JO SISYI0
UT 1S319]UT [ENX3S JEY3 SIUSISI[OPE SIIMNSSE JOYIOUT SFYM ‘UORILYSP B sapioid sydeiBered

3y josuQ “Aenxssomoy yo d1do 3y 0} sydesSered somp A[uo $310A9p 1%31 (£861)

RIETXeS pue SATSuoT V ouru opes3 & ‘aidwexs 101 (1661 U0IsURID)
STINOA 1510 ISOUW UBY) UORSOJUI ATH 10 YSU J9YBR J2 PUe POULIORNI-] S [ENXasiq pue
£e3 saaea] yomm ‘sueiqss] pue sAe3 INOGE UONBULIOUT SPIY SIAPO WNMOLLMD 3y
(v661
32030 29 1010014) 1X33000 sAnESau © Ul 3t Sumnd Arenxesowoy uasaidassiu ALred op
SOLIRIQN YoM $Y00Q 33 1O ‘S|A153f1] K88 O URIqS[ INOGE $Y00] OU JIYN3 IARY SILRIGH
100yos AwEIN (5661 “J3PPOH) PUE[PUNOMN i Buyseq 488 3o 1981e) a1 Usaq dATY
9]doad BunoA [e13A3S “(pe61 “10U0D,Q) SI19YOE3) AQ paiousi Ing ‘YinoA Suoure uounuod
Auo 10u are S3¥Ap, pue s8ej, INOQE SO ‘ISNQE [EOISALd UIAS SOUIMIWOS PUE ‘[BqIaA
0] pasodxa a1e su3d1 A28 pue ueigsa] ‘dnois 153d NS UNHA "S0USJOIA PUE JUSWSSEIRY
91qoydowioy JOJ SBUSTE UBYO 318 SIOPLUOD pue spunoxdAeld j00YdS (€661 ‘MOLIOW)
3mb sty pire WaY) 1}US SISYI0 S[IYM ‘SOUIANIOE JRMOLLNO-BNXD WO SIAJISWIN AIBI0ST

dwog "3ousLadxd [IYSSINS B SI [OOYIS [99) UIYO SIUISI|OPE ABF pue UrIqsd]



exclusively devoted to heterosexual teens. One of the texts for the Roman Catholic
Family Living 2200 course, Valuing Values: A Guide for Parents of Teens, (Foriiti, [986)

between h i ion and activity. While same-sex otientation is

not portrayed as sinful, same-sex behavior is, because its purpose is not procreative.

Most importantly, lesbian and gay teachers and teens are silenced. While it is no
longer politically correct to call someone a "nigger” or "chink"; pejorative terms related to
homosexuals such as "fag", "dyke", and others are commonplace in schools. Most
students do not risk revealing their sexual orientation to peers in fear of verbal or physical
abuse. Homophobia is so prevalent in western societies today that probably all lesbians
and gay men have experienced this form of negative treatment because of their sexual
orientation - by being rendered invisible, through acts of violence, denial of civil or legal
protection, or rejection by family and friends. Gay bashing is the most dangerous form of
homophobic acts, and unfortunately is not limited to the United States. There have been
numerous reports of violence against gay men in downtown St. John's in recent months
(Barton, 1996). Verbal and physical violence against teens perceived as gay are common
also in Newfoundland schools. One junior high student in Mount Pearl received a broken
collar bone from his peers because it was considered "fruity” to play the classical guitar.
Two students were recently suspended from schools in St. John's because of fighting after

weeks of being taunted about being gay; a label assigned because of their "sissiness"."®

"°These anecdotes were relayed during my interviews with gay and lesbian teachers.
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Even as young as grade three or four there is no worse a name to be labelled than gay,
even though many children do not know what the term means (Rofes, 1995). At a time
when heterosexual teens are worried about dating, future careers, and marriage, lesbian

and gay teens face danger and isolation.

Counsellors and Teachers as Perpetrators of Homophobia and Heterosexism

Most gay or straight teachers offer little, i any, support. It is indeed rare to find a
teacher reprimanding a student for calling another queer, dyke, or fag with hostile intent,
whereas most teachers do not permit racist or sexist slurs in the classroom. Some teachers

allow and even laugh at anti-gay jokes told by students. Reinforcing homophobia (an

unreasonable or irrational fear or hatred of h by lling, hurts
all youths. Homosexual youths are being taught that they are inferior to those of other
sexual orientations, while heterosexual youths are learning nothing of acceptance of
diversity for people who are different than themselves.

Sears (1991) conducted a study with lesbian and gay youths, school counsellors,
and prospective teachers living in the southern United States. Most lesbian and gay
students refused to speak to their guidance counsellor about their sexual orientation for
several reasons. Many reported that counseliors were ill-informed, unconcerned, or
uncomfortable about the issue. Further, students felt teachers were unwilling to show
concern for lesbian and gay students.

Investigating prospective teachers' attitudes and feelings, Sears (1991) reported
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eight out of ten harbored negative feelings toward lesbians and gay men. Those who had
gay or lesbian friends had lower levels of homophobic attitudes. Also, those pursuing a

high school teaching certificate were found to be less negative than those pursuing an

school teaching certif . Even ive teachers were not found to be
knowledgeable about homosexuality. However, the more accurate knowledge they
possessed, the less homophobic they appeared to be.

Most alarming, nearly two-thirds of the guidance counsellors in Sears (1991) study
expressed negative attitudes and feelings about homosexuality and gays and lesbians.

Those {lors working in inistrative and testing situations were more likely to

harbor negative feelings than those directly counselling students. Further, the negative
attitudes were centered more on moral issues (e.g. homosexuality is a sin).

Other studies support Sears' (1991) assertion that health care professionals such as
guidance counsellors and social workers are often biased against gay and lesbian clients
(Berger, 1983; Brown, 1996 and Chan, 1996). Messing, Schoenberg, & Stephens (1983)
explain several ways homophobia is manifested in social workers. Many 'liberal' social
workers feel that sexual orientation makes no difference, while other health care providers
working with youth feel hostile against gays and lesbians and look to cure this population.

Murphy (1991) claims that while mental health professionals such as guidance
counsellors and social workers come in contact with gay and lesbian clients, these
professionals are often biased against homosexuals and unqualified to meet their needs.
She argues that training programs should include gay and lesbian issues, the effects of
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AIDS, and feelings about sexual behavior are now common topics. Unfortunately, these
programs in Canada offer little or no information about homosexuality as a normal sexual
orientation (Morrow, 1993). Even curricula which address gay and lesbian lifestyles
usually separate the topic from the regular sex education discussions.

Existing 'equal opportunities' approaches tend to assume that the needs of
pupils beginning to identify as lesbian or gay can be addressed by simply
‘adding on' lesbian and gay issues to the existing curriculum as if they are
somehow discrete entities or issues wholly divorced from other areas of
sexuality education... The problem lies in the fact that they work within a
liberal framework that claims that gay and lesbian sexualities are 'different
but equal'. While it would be nice if this were true, its assertion before the
fact runs the nsk of i ngnonng the very real ways in which lesbian and gay
as 'other’ both
within the socml formation at large and wlthln schools themselves. Once it
is accepted that schools operate as significant cultural sites in which the
meanings of sexuuﬁty are constructed then it becomes necessary to address
the precnse ways in wh:ch schooling and school cultures operate to
construct hy and he in relations of opposition
and subordination.

(Redman, P. 1994, pg. 143-144)

Canadian Initiatives to Reduce H ia and ism in Education

Heterosexual, lesbian, gay, and bisexual students would benefit from discussions
regarding homosexuality in courses such as Family Studies, English Literature, Science,
Art, Social Studies, and Drama. Many teachers and parents feel the education system
should encourage respect and tolerance for all minorities; yet, name-calling such as
‘faggot', 'dyke, and 'queer is sanctioned in classrooms (Unks, 1994). Neither tolerance
nor respect is encouraged for our lesbian and gay population. However, many of our
youth are aware of their homosexual feelings during our sexuality classes. Anderson
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(1994) reported that gay males tend to be aware of their sexual feelings from 12-14 years
old, while lesbians are aware from 14-16 years old. Not only are these youth aware; many
also act on these feelings. Saghir & Robbins (1973) found that twenty-four percent of
lesbians and eighty percent of gay males have been sexually active by the age of fifteen.

All students not only need sexuality ion, but also i ing gay and

lesbian role models. Education and awareness may help alleviate some of the homophobia
which presently permeates our high schools.

Another (in addition to workshops] important and effective method of

ing h ia is curri that ack the presence
and contributions of gay people. Whenever appropriate, classes should
engage in discussions that air student fears and prejudices against gay
people, dispel popular myths and convey basic facts about homosexuality.
Classes shouid also convey accurate information on AIDS and risk-
reduction behavior.

(Project 10 Handbook, pg. 45)

Anderson (1994) explains that while these youth may have same-sex attractions,
they may not self-label as lesbian or gay. With no role models, support, nor education, a
reluctance to call oneself lesbian or gay is understandable. Heterosexism in the curriculum
sends a message to our lesbian and gay youth that "You do not exist". Clearly, they do.

As educators it is time we address their needs.

d igni influence the i of [gay and lesbian
students] in school. It is the educator who chooses kow to teach the
prescribed sexuality curriculum; it is the educator who challenges or winks
at homophobic comments or jokes among students; it is the educator who
comforts or ignores a student suffering from the heterosexist tirades of
peers or doubts about her sexual identity; it is the educator who fosters
dialogue among fellow professionals about the penalties all pay in a
heterosexual-mandated society. Thus, it is to educators . . . and their

47



beliefs and values to which we look for a reduction of heterosexual
hegemony.
(Sears, 1991, pg. 61)
Some initiatives to improve education for gay, lesbian, and bisexual youth have

been realized in large cities in Canada, ly, not without resi The Triangle

Program was formed as a result of the 1985 beating death of Kenneth Zellar, a school
librarian in Toronto. The perpetrators, five high-school students, were reported as stating,
hours before, that they were going to "beat up a faggot" (Hodder, 1997). This program
provides a safe environment for students to study for up to eighteen months; with a
curriculum that emphasizes the contributions of gays and lesbians to society. This year
Toronto held its first gay and lesbian graduation dance, Pride Prom '97, which was
officially sanctioned by a Canadian school board.

In February of '97 Calgary's Board of Education approved an "Action Plan on

Gay/Lesbian/Bisexual Youth and Staff Safety". This plan requires guidance counsellors to

provide comp to students di ing sexual orientation. A group
called Parents' Rights in Education are planning to challenge this development (Dwyer,
1997).

Also this year, the British Columbia Teachers' Federation voted in favor of

ping to address h hobia. U ly, the Surrey School Board
chose that time to ban materials that have been available in schools since 1995, including a
pamphlet called "I Think I Might be Gay or Lesbian" and three storybooks for primary
students, which depict gay parents. Also in the wake of the B.C. Teachers' Federation
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initiative, The Citizens Research Institute in Langley, British Columbia, has distributed a
"Declaration of Family Rights" to parents (Canadian Press, 1997). This states that
children are not to be exposed to any activity or program which depicts gays, lesbians,
bisexuals, and transgendered peaple as normal or acceptable. It further forbids teachers
from reprimanding children for views which are supported by the family's cultural
traditions, religious beliefs, or moral beliefs.

This backlash is frustrating and frightening. When I heard of this resistance from
major centers in Alberta and British Columbia, I felt I had been expecting too much, too
soon. At the same time, a family member argued that Newfoundland initiatives to improve
the lives of gays and lesbians in the Newfoundland Education system were too little, too
late. Mid-career teachers told me they had long ago accepted the oppression in their
schools. However, stories from the next generation depict gays and lesbians who are not
prepared to accept oppression. Instead, they are plunging forward with strength, vigour,

and pride. They demand change. It is not too late for them.
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Chapter ITT
Methodology

My theoretical perspective, which

and oppression in the
education system, is feminist. Code (1994) argues that a sensitive feminist methodology is
"... learning to see what is not there and hear what is not being said" (pg. 23).
Heterosexism is the result of patriarchal values; its purpose being to perpetuate
what are in this culture, at present, traditional sex roles and families. Reinharz (1992)
defines feminist research as that which criticizes non-feminist scholarship, and is guided by

feminist theory. A social constructionist view of sexuality, homophobia, and heterosexism

is in keeping with feminist theory. Bi i ialism and liberal ism maintain a
blame-the-individual view. On the other hand, social constructionism criticizes the social
and political structures which maintain patriarchy.

Reinharz (1992) also argues that feminist research represents human diversity.
Lesbians and gays have been under represented in literature and the arts; in that while
many have contributed in these areas, their sexual orientation has often been left
unspoken. They are therefore assumed to be heterosexual. Lesbians and gays have also
been denied legal and social rights. My research represents a group which is also under

represented in our education system.

Data Collection

My source of data was qualitative in-depth interviewing with gay and lesbian



students and teachers. I followed the semi-structured general interview guide approach
(Marshall & Rossman, 1995). In this way, while the questions are consistent for both
groups of interviewees, the teachers and students were free to structure, shape, and
organize their responses. The questions were used as a guide, and often took different
directions for each subject.

I chose interviewing for several reasons. Reinharz (1992, pg. 18) states that

interviewing "produces lized i ion that allows to make full

use of differences among people”. Interviewing revealed different information teachers
impart. All teachers have a standard curriculum to follow, however, lessons are taught
differently from one teacher to another. Teachers bring their personal experiences,
artitudes, and information related to a topic in unique ways; this is often referred to as the
‘hidden' curriculum. While the informants and I have different experiences as both

teachers and students, we also share similarities as in the ion system.

Two persons with similar i itted to the same

(peace women's t, student rights, safety
from violence), who have similar goals and may even know of each other.
Both share information. The interviewer seeks permission to use
information. Participant may see final research, be engaged in action at
conclusion of research...become involved. The interviewer and participant
do not remain strangers.

(Kirby & McKenna, (1989, pg. 69)
Another advantage pointed out by Reinharz (1992, pg. 19) is that "interviewing
offers researchers access to people's ideas, thoughts, and memories in their own words

rather than in the words of the researcher”. Kirby & McKenna (1989, pg. 68) describe the
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interview process as a "sharing of seif....If the interaction between researcher and
participant allows for an optimal degree of sharing, both may reach new personal and
political insights in relation to the research focus.” This is important when studying
aspects of education, as teachers', and especially students' vaices are ofer ignored.

Tierney (1994) argues that educational researchers must provide a voice and hope
for those beset with oppression.

By "hope" [Ti cmey] m&an[s] the sense thax the human poteﬂual mlght be

reached where i and

where we come together in the expectation that out of differences arises
communitas.

(pg. 112)

Most importantly, Reinharz (1992) explains that interviewing avoids control by the
researchers and develops a sense of connection with participants. Kirby & McKenna
(1989, pg. 105) argue that "researching from the margins is best accomplished by those
who live on the margins”. Oakley, (1981, pg. 48) argues that "the interview is a
discussion or guided conversation in which both the interviewer and the person being
interviewed share information and contribute to the research process". As an interviwer,
my role was threefold: to reflect with the participants our oppression as gays or lesbians
involved in the education system, to write a thesis which uncovers heterosexism and
homophobia in this system, and to actively work for change (Tierney, 1994). Asa

participant, a researcher's work "...seeks to unearth, disrupt, and transform existing

and/or instituti (Fine, 1994, pg. 17).



Selection of Particpants

Because of the unique risks lesbians and gays feel in being interviewed, and in spite
of my promise to ensure their confidentiality, it was difficuit to locate potential
participants. I was compelled therefore to use an availability sample, whereby interviews
were conducted with those readily willing to participate. This type of sample places some
limitations on my study since it is not fully representative of the wide variety of
experiences of gays and lesbians.

A gay and lesbian youth group, which [ help coordinate, provided me with a
sufficient number of youth to interview for a qualitative study. However, this group is out
to many friends and their families. Their experiences may differ greatly from a gay or
lesbian youth who is afraid to be out to others. Similarly, the teachers who partook in my
study are acquaintances and are involved in the lesbian and gay communities. Their
experiences may also differ greatly from a gay or lesbian teacher who is not involved in the
gay or lesbian communities.

Only one youth who partook in the study was under sixteen years old, and was
therefore required to gain permission from her parents. All informants were read the
consent form (see Appendix C), and it was explained to them. Interviews were conducted
in my home. [ felt this was the best location for several reasons. Firstly, youths' homes
and schools are inaccessible, as many would not be at ease in these places. Secondly, the
university would have been too formal a setting for many, especially high school students.
Finally, the youths indicated that they feit a sense of anonymity in my home. The
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interviews with teachers were conducted in my home or theirs; whichever place was most
comfortable for the participants. The consent form (see Appendix C) was also explained

to them.

Introduction to Participants (Teachers)

1 currently understand the powerlessness lesbian and gay teachers feel in being
unable to come out and support homosexual youth for fear of losing their jobs, or of being
perceived as recruiting students to become gay or lesbian. Therefore, throughout this

thesis I have become a participant, in that I share my experiences as a lesbian teacher.

At the time this research was conducted. /e schools were classified by
denominations; a system protected by Term 17 in Newfoundland's Terms of Union with
Canada (Our Children, Our Future, 1992). The governance and operation of the
education system are shared among a non-denominational Department of Education, the
school boards, and the Denominational Educational Councils. There are five educational
councils: Integrated (Anglican, Salvation Army, United, Presbyterian, and Moravian),
Roman Catholic, Pentecostal Assesmblies, and Seventh Day Adventist. Gay and lesbian
teachers fear losing their jobs due to the right of denominational school boards to fire a
teacher on the basis of personal lifestyle (Shortall, 1997).

Schools operate under boards governed by by-laws which exclude teachers from
the Provincial Human Rights' Code. For example, The Roman Catholic School Board,

under by-law #1, (4), Teacher Credibility, states that personal lifestyle has an impact upon
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a brief description of the participants:'!

[. Marie

Marie, a lesbian, is a grade seven special education teacher. She has taught
English, Math, Health, and Science for twelve years with a local school board. She has
been in her present school, which has a staff of forty-two teachers, for three years. Marie
has a Bachelor of Arts, a Bachelor of Education, and a Bachelor of Special Education.
2. Christine

Christine, a lesbian, is a high school teacher with a school which has a teaching
staff of approximately forty teachers. Christine has been teaching Engfish Language and
Literature in this school for five years. Previously she taught in another school for two
years. Christine has a Bachelor of Arts, a Bachelor of Education, and a Master of
Education.
3. Nancy

Nancy, a lesbian, is a guidance counsellor for kindergarten to grade eight students
in a school with a local school board. She has been a guidance counsellor for thirteen
years; this is her fourth year in her present job. She serves two schools; one with eighteen
teachers and the other with twenty-one. While she doesn't teach specific courses, Nancy
has taught some self-esteem and conflict resolution classes to primary students, and career

awareness classes to junior high students. Nancy has a Bachelor of Arts and a Master of

""The names given are pseudonyms,
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Educational Psychology.
4. David

David, a gay male, is a librarian in a high school with a local school board. He
teaches one course, a Level II language course. David has been teaching fifteen years; ten
of which have been at his present school. There are approximately forty teachers on staff.

He holds a Bachelor of Arts, a Bachelor of Education, and Master of Learning Resources.

Introduction to Participants (Students)
My participants included one student from an Integrated school, two students from
Roman Catholic schools, and one student from a non-denominational school under the

ibility of the Dep of Education. All students attend urban schools.

1 interviewed four lesbian and gay teens (including one recent graduate); a total of
four youths. All interviews were confidential as gay and lesbian youth are at risk if they
come out to their families and friends. As noted earlier, teens coming out to their parents
face the real possibility of being thrown out of their homes. Violence and harassment
toward gay and lesbian youth is common (Project 10 Handbook, 1989).

1. Stephen

Stephen is a Id gay male ding a d inational school,
with an enrollment of 110 students and grades ranging from kindergarten to Level IIl. He
chose this school seeking a different life; he felt he was suffering in the community in

which he lived and the school he was attending. He described himself as an average
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student; neither overly popular nor a loner. He feels he is academically oriented, and fears
living as a blue-collar worker with a low income. Stephen is interested in his courses, but
is frustrated with the way the education system ignores gay, lesbian, and bisexual students.
He feels he cannot be who he wants in front of his peers. In his previous school, Stephen
felt he was considered a behavior problem. He was continuously seeking attention; which
he stated was self-destructive. He reported that the attention-seeking behavior arose out
of confusion around his sexuality and self-identity. Many hours were spent in detention
hall or the guidance counsellor’s office because of his refusal to work. By contrast,
Stephen feels he has a good relationship with teachers at his new school and was elected
by his peers and teachers last year to be the President of the Student Council.
2. Ellen

Ellen is a fifteen-year-old lesbian who attends an integrated school with an
enrollment of approximately 600 students. She did not choose this school; it was

by her place of resi She described herself as here in between

being popular and a loner, but indicated that the group of friends she has at school are
"superficial”. Ellen feels she is a low-achiever, in that most of her accomplishments are
outside of school. She reported that she has a difficult time in school because of her
refusal to conform to the "values of the teachers." She continuously struggles between
who she wants to be and who the education system coerces her to be. Ellen reported that
her strongest courses are in Spanish and Language; Spanish because there are lots of
smart girls in her class, and Language because this course allows her to write about topics

58



of her own choosing. She feels she is probably considered by some teachers as a behavior
problem, while other teachers may perceive her as quiet. Ellen indicated that teachers'
perceptions of her may depend on how much she "lets her views known in a particular
class". She is not involved in any extra-curricular activities, however, she is very active
and an activist outside school. Ellen is a member of YSJ (Youth for Social Justice), and
LGBQ (Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Questioning Youth Group); and is a disc jockey for
CHMR, Memorial University's student radio program. She also joined the Provincial
Strategy Against Violence. Ellen was recently elected as the Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual
Director of NDP (New Democratic Party) Youth of Canada. She described herself as
being involved in anything that is outside of school.
3. Janet

Janet is an 18-year-old lesbian who attends a Roman Catholic school with an
enrollment of approximately 600 students. She chose this school because she was not
fond of the reputation of the for which she was zoned. She described herself as someone
with a small group of friends. Janet reported that she is a low-achiever; this is her fourth
year of high school and she often skips classes. If she doesn't pass, she will be back again
next year. She isn't interested in any extra-curricular activities or activist work. Janet
feels content enough with her programs, as she is only required to pass math and history;
she has the other credits necessary to acquire a high school diploma. She has a fair
relationship with her teachers and feels her courses are somewhat interesting. Janet plans
to pursue a career in computers from a local college.
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4. Andrew
Andrew is an 18-year-old gay male who graduated from a Roman Catholic school

in 1996; an institution with an 1l of

pproxi 650 students. He was
designated to attend this school from elementary school, but had a choice to leave after
Level I. He chose to stick with it. Andrew described himself as a loner until Level II, and
feels he later became really popular when he started hanging out with some of the popular
girls. He didn't care much about school, but recognizes the importance of a good
education. Andrew feels he had a good relationship with his teachers; while he described
himselfas a clown, he said he was not a bad behavior problem. He feels he was frustrated
only when teachers were racist, sexist, or homophobic. Andrew was involved in activities
both inside and outside of school. He was in the school band as a trombone player, the
chamber choir, the improv team, the music theatre group, and the Peace for Social Justice
Committee. Outside of school YSI (Youth for Social Justice), LGBQ (Lesbian, Gay,
Bisexual, Questioning Youth Group), and NGALE (Newfoundland Gays and Lesbians for
Equality) have kept him on the front lines for social change. He reported becoming
involved in band and music because it was fun, and political action because it needed to be
done.

1 ensured the confidentiality of all students and teachers by keeping the audio
cassettes locked in my filing cabinet in my office at home. I will keep the tapes until my
thesis is completed, examined, and accepted by the university. At that time, T will destroy
all tapes.
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will be developed in the next chapter of this thesis. Other changes recommended in the
education system are suggested in the practical implications section of the final chapter of

this thesis.

Challenges

Challenges came from my family, some colleagues, and some of the lesbian

. Toi igate such a ial topic places me at risk professionally.
While I am out to my present colleagues, my research outs me further. However, many
lesbians and gays recognize that coming out is a lifelong process. When we change jobs,

or when new in-laws are added to our families of orientation, and when we meet new

friends, we ly face di again. This i outing and educating our
new family members often takes emotional energy.

Not all lesbian and t | friends offer ional support for my topic.

Most feel I am acting as a sacrificial lamb. They are afraid I may lose my job for ‘the
cause'. Some heterosexual colleagues feel I am working from nothing more than a
personal agenda on an irrelevant issue. In some ways I felt I was experiencing what
Kitzinger (1987) has described. She argues that the discipline of psychology has placed

much hasis on depoliticizi ianism through individualizing the lesbian, instead of

recognizing the social construction of her.

The subjectiviti ituted by gy reflect its own
mslstent emphasxs on the 'personal’ as opposed to the political, and it is
these depoli ivities that are p y liberal-

humanistic (so-call 'gay affirmative’) research Much of this research
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fosters absorption in the 'essential self of the lesbian, located in a ‘private’
sphere only tangentially related to the public and political. Through a focus
on the privatized ‘true self of the lesbian, in which her 'real' identity is
Iocatcd, psychologists promote such "human' goals as self-actualization,

personal for lesbians, thus emphasizing
hange rather than sy hange, and di: ing attention from
the sociopoliticai and msmuuonal aspects of lesbian oppression and the
lesbian threat. (pg- 39)

Many lesbian and gay teachers feel guilty about not being able to be honest to
colleagues and students about their sexuality. Hopefully, I was able to affirm that their
fears are real, while supporting them in their willingness to share their experiences for the
purpose of this project.

Notwithstanding the above concerns and challenges, I hope my thesis will benefit
both the educators and lesbian and gay youth of our province and elsewhere. It certainly

served as an educational, enlightening, and worthwhile process for me.
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Chapter IV
Findings
This chapter is arranged in three sections; each section responds to one research
question and its appropriate themes. In the first section I discuss experiences lesbian and
gay students and teachers face at school. Relevant to this topic are coming out stories and

of h ic attitudes, and iors by other students or

teachers. The second section investigates classes taught on the topic of homosexuality. T
report what knowledge and attitudes students and teachers have on lesbian and gay issues,
and where this information was acquired. I also relate what gay and lesbian teachers have
discussed, and what students have learned about homosexuality in their classes. The final
section of this chapter reports the curriculum changes gay and lesbian students and
teachers feel are necessary to help decrease homophobia and heterosexism in our school
system.

While I have used pseudonyms, I have given a name to each of the subjects. I felt
this was important for several reasons. The stories from subjects are so diverse; the level
of homophobia experienced by some students and teachers is in great contrast with that
experienced by others. I also felt the readers would be interested in following individual
stories. Finally, I wanted to personalize this thesis. The struggles, strengths, and coping

strategies warrant each participant having a voice.

Experi f Lesbian and G: ents and Teache:



Comin; f the m Closet

To come out of the closet is a metaphor which describes lesbians, gays, and
bisexuals disclosing their sexual orientation to family, friends, or co-workers (Marcus,
1993). Coming out is difficult for everyone, particularly young people. While self-esteem
is an issue for all teens, the gay, lesbian, or bisexual youth must confront the possibility of
not being accepted because of his or her sexual orientation.

Marcus (1993) outlines three primary reasons that gay and lesbian people stay in
the closet: necessity, fear, and a desire not to discuss their sexuality with others. Some
gays and lesbians would lose their jobs, or be kicked out of their homes if their sexual
orientation was discovered. Others fear rejection by family, friends, or co-workers, or
even physical or verbal harassment. Not surprisingly, many people wait until adulthood to
come out to heterosexuals, while others stay in the closet all of their lives.

Marcus (1993) asserts that gays and lesbians often choose to disclose their sexual

orientation because they want to be themselves and be honest with people they care about.

Finally, he claims that it can be difficult, ionall ing, and ive to keep

this part of one's life a secret.

(i) teachers
All teachers have a formal curriculum to follow with concrete and abstract goals to
be attained during the school year. Some of us teach some courses driven by passion,

while others are a chore. No two teachers follow a curriculum in the same way, as our
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personal bias is always evident. Interaction between students and teachers also impacts on
the success or boredom of a particular course. Over the course of a year, teachers and
students get to know each other. Questions about marriage, dating, and families are
common in a classroom setting. Students often know where a teacher lives, how many
children she or he has, a spouse's career, and places a teacher frequents.

In my classes all students know that my "roommate's" name is Sue, that we share a
house, and we have a dog named Rosie. I constantly bring up their names during
discussions of family, and they have begun to ask me questions about Sue. Students tease
me about not being a true feminist when I admit to doing most of the cooking while Sue
always shovels. I certainly thought about talking about my family prior to any such
discussions. When teaching Family Life, Peer Counselling, and Adolescence, sharing is
imperative. Without interactive discussions, the class is impersonal and stifling.

Unfortunately, bringing up Sue's name has raised the eyebrow of more than one
teacher on my staff. Some educators share the notion that lesbian and gay teachers want
to come out to students to recruit them, and if we do talk about our personal lives,
somehow we are talking about what we do in the bedroom. As gay and lesbian teachers
are a part of this larger group of educators, many of them also believe our personal lives

should be left outside the cl door. A Newfoundlander teaching in Toronto

recently told me that she has no desire to come out to her students; she feels it would be
immoral. "What I do in bed is nobody's business; certainly not my students". "Teacher by
day; lesbian by night" is a common expression used jokingly by people in the lesbian
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community. It implies that being a lesbian and a teacher are, or are constructed as being,
in opposition to each other.

The teachers' coming out stories were filled with pain or compliance. None of the
teachers I spoke with were out to their full staff. The suitability clause in the
Newfoundland Teacher's Contract, outlined eartier, is obviously a constant threat to the
jobs of most gay and lesbian teachers. As reported earlier, Griffin (1991) argues that gay
and lesbian teachers make themselves an invisible group. We constantly fear being outed
by an unfriendly colleague, a student, or a parent. When Marie was harassed about her

sexual ori ion by a ker, she felt so d she d the

and Labrador Teachers' Association.

About four years ago I was advised by the NLTA that if T was questioned
[about my sexual orientation) not to say anything; to contact them first.
They said something about our contract that gave the churches the power
over all teachers; not just catholic teachers.

Aware that while this clause has silenced them, most teachers will not go to work
everyday in fear. David, who was once married, refuses to let disclosure of his
homosexuality silence him anymore.

1 would like to believe that a teacher couldn't be fired for being gay. My
ex-wife has been very bitter at times. For the first few years that [ was
separated, on more than one occasion when she wasn't happy with the
amount of child support I was giving, she would threaten me. She used to
say, I could easily phone your school board and let them know you're gay'.
When she blackmailed me, I always gave in because that was the last thing
I wanted at that time in my life. It affected my life being a gay teacher.
The way I feel right now is she could call Tobin [Premier of Newfoundland
and Labrador] and I wouldn't care. [ would do whatever I could to fight
for my job.
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Nancy recognizes the oppression she endures because of being  lesbian teacher.

That's why I don't come out to a lot of teachers; knowing that I could lose

my job. T've said to one of the teachers that the day I feel things have

changed, I'm going to stand on the staff room table and make an

announcement.

‘Whether they still fear losing their jobs or not, the teachers [ interviewed are not
comfortable coming out to everyone on staff. Similar to teachers in other provinces
(Khayatt, 1992) and other countries (Olson, 1987), they are afraid of the negative
reactions by their colleagues. Christine is one such teacher.

I want to be seen as a teacher who pulls her weight and contributes to a

school community. I want to be seen as a teacher who is prepared for

class, and is interested in extra-curricular activities, and is good at what she

does. Those things are important to me. [ don't want to be known as a

lesbian school teacher in the system.

1 believe Christine's fears are valid. I am perceived by some colleagues as a lesbian
feminist first; my contributions to the school seem secondary. Christine believes that
unfortunately our school system does not appear to allow for a teacher to be both a
lesbian and a good teacher.

Even though none of the teachers want to be out to everyone, they do feel a need
to be out to some. Until they came out to a chosen few, teachers reported feeling like
outsiders in their own staff rooms. Marie felt especially isolated until she disclosed her
sexual orientation to co-workers at her school.

I can tafk about my partner now, whereas before I couldn't. ['d be sitting

there not saying a word while they were talking about what they did on the

weekend. I got so tired of saying nothing that I told five or six of them, so

that I could exist.
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David too recognizes the isolation, and also how far gay and lesbian teachers go to keep
our lives a secret.

When people say, 'What did you do on the weekend? you don't want to say

a movie because if they ask with who, then you know the wheels are going

to start turning and that's the part I find most difficult. You are never, ever

yourself like they are. We magnify the secret, because anything could lead

into another question; so we magnify it by not even saying we went to a

movie. We're such boring people.

Christine came out to teachers she saw socially, people with whom she had developed a
working friendship, and people she respected professionally.

You know you choose your people very wisely. If anything [not coming

out] made me feel - it's not dishonest - it's like sins of omission; passing

over details of your personal life. For me, friendship could indeed be

hampered by my not telling them.

Nancy felt it would be inappropriate to disclose her sexuality to students. It is
probably not possible to listen to heterosexist comments without believing some of them
to be true. Nancy, like many others, feels that to tell her students she is lesbian, is not
equal to telling them about a husband or wife.

Even if we were protected [from losing our jobs] I wouldn't come out to

my students because I just feel that's talking about my sexuality and I think

that's inappropriate. Maybe I feel that way because I'm a guidance

counsellor.

However, when I asked her if it was appropriate for a guidance to have a

picture of his wife and children on his desk, Nancy had this to say:

I was thinking of sitting down on a one-on-one session; but to have a
picture on your desk of your partner...I never thought of that. I suppose
it's so far from our reality that you don't bother. We don't want to bother
because it would just make us mad.
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It obviously didn't take Nancy long to realize she had bought into heterosexist values

Clearly, gay and lesbian teachers spend an exorbitant amount of energy dealing
with unexpected questions pertaining to their personal lives. Some teachers cut their
answers short, some avoid the questions, while others answer them indirectly (Khayatt,
1992). None of the teachers I interviewed has ever come out to any of their students, nor
any students to them. While none of them are willing to risk coming out themselves, they
all feel that coming out is important politically. Marie feels coming out to students would
make a tremendous difference to gay and lesbian students, to heterosexual students, and to
herself.

[Coming out] is extremely important. Gay and lesbian students need to see
there are healthy role models out there. We need to break down the
stereotypes for all students - not just the gay and lesbian ones - but those
who are extremely prejudiced. Everyday I hear words like 'faggot' and
‘queer’. These students don't know normal people are homosexual.

But I also feel it's important to come out so I can live. I've been asked so
many times questions like, 'Are you married?', ‘Do you have a boyfriend?',
and all I can really say to them is, ‘That's my personat life'. I usually get
comments like, 'Oh, that's silly. Iknow about all the other teachers. We
don't know anything about you Miss'. I'm teaching Special Ed and have a
small group. The first couple of months you establish a relationship that is
very important in order to be successful. If I could talk about my life, I
know it would only enhance our student-teacher relationship. Saying I'ma
lesbian does not mean discussing my bedroom activities. It allows me to
exist, to discuss what I did on the weekend, and to talk about my family life
like every straight teacher.

The emotional impact of Marie's secret is evident; she does not feel she even exists

without telling her secret.
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On the other hand, Christine indicated that she has found a comfortable balance
regarding the amount of information she discloses about her personal life to her students.

I don't want to be out to my students. Obviously you tell students

anecdotes about friends or holidays or things that you've done with your

life. When teaching English, you draw on that stuff a fair bit. I haven't had

a lot of questions about my life; whatever I give off must tell my students [

don't want to. I'm not an unapproachable kind of teacher. I'm not the kind

of teacher that has students lined up after school to talk about boyfriend or

girifriend troubles. I have people come to me with career concerns, letters

of reference, and information on journalism schools. That suits me just

fine.

Perhaps the reason students are not “lined up after school to talk about boyfriend and
girlfriend troubles" is because Christine has not shared her personal life with them. While
Christine is comfortable with her relationships with students, I wonder if she would feel
differently if she were heterosexual.

Many teachers would never come out because they fear that students would use
this information against them, or that they would [ose credibility in their teaching. David
feels this way.

If a lot of kids at school knew I was gay and were hassling me, I wouldn't

want to be in the job. Ifthey are calling me a faggot in the classroom, or in

the library, or in the corridors, I couldn't handle that. IfI take a kid and

kick him out of the library because of something he is doing, and then he

says, 'Go away you faggot', I would feel I can't do this anymore. I couldn't

be authoritative with the kids anymore. That's why I don't want kids in the

school to know; not even those I know to be gay themselves.

While it is possible that a few students may taunt teachers because of their
homosexuality, I feel students who respect and admire a particular teacher would continue
to do so after teachers disclosed their sexual orientation. After some of my students saw
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me on the evening news during the Lesbian and Gay Pride March, two students
approached me and asked if T was okay. When I asked why, they informed me that all of
the students were talking about me being on television. They were genuinely concerned.
Further, no student hassled me, nor spoke an unkind word. Like me, Marie feels there
would be no negative consequences from the students by coming out.

If I came out and said I was a lesbian to my students, they would accept

me. They know me and have a lot of respect for me, as I do them.

However, their parents might say, 'T don't want a lesbian teaching my son

or daughter’, or that I was recruiting young people to be gay or lesbian. So

it would be the parents, more so than the students, who wouid want me out

of the school.

Marie's concerns are probably valid. As previously discussed, the recent backlash in
British Columbia has resuited in a document called “Declaration of Family Rights", which
has been sent to all parents in Langley, B.C. The document forbids students from being
exposed to any information which depicts gays and lesbians as normal or acceptable.
Many parents fear the gay agenda includes recruiting their children to become gay or
lesbian.

Some teachers, like Nancy, feel guilty about staying in the closet. She used to
lobby for lesbian and gay rights before she became a teacher, and recognized the
importance of everyone being out, and working toward change.

When I first started teaching I was very out. It was an issue between

myself and my partner, who was very out and very political. I couldn't be

out anymore. She found that difficult, and so did I. I still find sometimes

politically that I'm being a traitor, haven't come out when I should, and
speak out like I did years ago.
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i den

‘While the teachers' coming out stories were filled with pain or compliance, the
students' stories were filled with hope and confidence. However, the students [
interviewed are not representative of most teens. They are all very brave, confident, and
nonconforming. All are members of LGBQ (Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Questioning) Youth
Group, and some are politically active in trying to improve the status of gays, lesbians, and
bisexuals in this province. Everyone is out to his or her parents, and feels either totally or
somewhat supported by them. They are all out to some heterosexual friends and peers,
and some are even out to their teachers.

I was the first person Stephen came out to over a year ago. At that time he was
struggling with repeated thoughts of suicide because of his sexual orientation. Stephen

me because he that [ was a lesbian; it was rumoured around the

school. "You made me feel that it was okay; you were happy with your life." Since that
time Stephen has come out to his parents (who apparently knew since he was nine years
old), other teachers, and other school staff. He has written many research papers on gay
and lesbian issues. In June, Stephen presented a computer slide show during Family Life
class on the sitcom "Ellen". This show featured Ellen DeGeneres' cham.;ter, Ellen, coming
out. Stephen presented this topic to the junior and senior high school students and
teachers, which took courage, as many students rumor Stephen to be gay, while there are

others who know this to be true. Stephen feels coming out has been a very positive
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The vice-principal has invited her into his office to make sure everything at school is fine,
and told her he felt the school is a fairly tolerant place.
And that word tolerance stuck in my head, because it's not tolerant; it's just
silent. You don't talk about these things. I don't think he has heard all the
comments about gays that teachers hear all the time in the classroom.
When I mentioned that he said that's how jokes go; what can you do sort of
thing. I had that feeling of helplessness and hopelessness. I think he could
do something about it.
The language used by Ellen's vice-principal could be interpreted as personal homophobia
(Blumenfeld, 1992). Gays and lesbians want more than tolerance; to be 'put up with'.
Even though this vice-principal tried to explain to Ellen that everyone was accepted for
who they are, he dismissed anti-gay jokes as harmless. When administration provides no

support for gay and lesbian students, other students are sent a covert message that

homophobic acts are ble. As previously di d hild (1975) claims that
blaming the individual, as opposed to the instituti ions to stop the opp d from
rebelling. Instead of blaming the homophobia on the institution, he trivialized such

actions. While Ellen viewed the vice-principal as having the power to control such acts
from reoccuring, he simply explained a few jokes by a few students were out of his
control; "What can you do?". Perhaps Ellen could do nothing, but her vice-principal
certainly could. He chose not to.

No gay, lesbian, or bisexual youth lives without the fear and threat of violence.
Ellen came out to some bisexuals at her school; not because they were friends, but rather

for support.
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We're not really good friends. I basically form a support group wherever [

20 - a group of contacts - just in case something happens to me that there

are people that I can go to.

Many gays and lesbians do not have to come out for people to know they are
homosexuals. Janet seems to have come out at school without much stress. While a
friend at that same school will not come out in fear of being gay-bashed, Janet is out to
about twenty or thirty students, and does not care about harassment. She felt people
knew anyway, so her lesbianism was not a surprise to these students.

An interesting coming out story was shared by Andrew; whose vibrant personality
and passion for attention are evident in everything he does. Andrew came out first at
Youth for Social Justice (YSJ) camp.

I was fifteen, and dropping hints like crazy. Some friends came to chat

with me and see if I was okay. I was acting strange, and they asked me if [

was gay. I said, 'Sure, of course [ am', and then I was running up and

down the halls screaming because I was so happy. Everyone was saying,

'He's gay, he's gay; he finally said it’. So I was really happy.

Andrew’s sense of relief is common for people coming out (Bass & Kaufman, 1996). No
longer does his life have to remain a secret, and Andrew's friends did not reject him.

After disclosing to his friends of YSJ, Andrew came out to his friends downtown,
and then to everyone at his Roman Catholic school, "piece by piece; first people that [he]
knew well; then people [he] didn't know that well". He feels there is not anyone he has
not told. While coming out has been a very positive experience for Andrew, he does feel
he lost one good friend prior to outing himself.

I lost my best friend. We were friends from grade one to grade eight. I
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would go over to his house and we'd stay inside on sunny days drawing. [n
grade nine he ditched me. I didn't know why. I had to get new fiiends and
hang out downtown. We started talking again in grade twelve and he told
me he didn't want to ditch me, but his parents threatened him that if he was
gay, they were going to kick him out of the house. They didn't want him
hanging around with me.
Unlike Andrew’s parents, this boy not only had no support from parents, but was
threatened by them. Unfortunately, he was feeling too threatened to stay friends with
Andrew. He has since come out to Andrew, indicating that he is bisexual, but stated he
would never tell anyone else. The depth of this boy's secet is dangerous. Low self-

esteem, social isolation, depression, negative family i i and negative social

attitudes are associated with lesbian and gay suicide (Proctor & Groze, 1994).
Conversely, when youth feel they have the support of family and friends, seif-esteem is
heightened and isolation and depression is lowered.

Andrew's level of self- his flamb lity, and the support of

his parents enabled him to come out in a way that perhaps no gay or lesbian youth has
ever done in Newfoundland. Gay and lesbian teens taking same-sex dates to their high
school proms is not common (Marcus, 1993). The best known incident occurred in 1980
on Rhode Island, when Aaron Fricke sued his high school, and consequently won the right
to take a boy to his prom (Fricke, 1981).

In 1996 Andrew went to his prom with a same-sex date.

1 was thinking about it for so long. My dad said he would understand if T

wanted to bring my boyfriend; but the fact that it didn't matter which boy,

meant [ was using my ideas as weapons. I was really upset at the time.

The prom is a breeder parade. If everyone was going to show off their
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heteromate, why shouldn't I show off my homomate?

Interestingly, if Andrew had been heterosexual and brought ‘any girl' to his prom, it is
unlikely that his father would have felt Andrew was using his heterosexual ideas as
weapons. One of Andrew’s teachers phoned his father to reassure him that the boys would
be safe. The teacher argued that his father should let Andrew go, as "these are the 90s."
The teacher reported that the school would handle any unforeseen problems. Andrew’s
flamboyance was evident at his senior prom.

1 had to make the grand entrance. I couldn't wear my mother's wedding

dress, but I wanted to wear something that belonged to her. She had this

beautiful dark green velvet cape, and underneath I wore a tuxedo I bought

at the Salvation Army for twenty dollars, a gay pride rainbow scarf, a blue

sparkle vest, black patent-leather pants, and brown sandals. I was voted

best-dressed and prom king. There were rumours going crazy that I wasn't

voted king, but rather prom queen. It was one of the best nights of my life.
While Andrew and his date faced a few stares during their waltzes, the night was one
Andrew will remember forever. He should. Andrew won the admiration and jealousy of
our community, as many gay and lesbian adults have shared painful high school prom
stories.

‘While Andrew's school was supportive, another Catholic school in St. John's
dismissed the idea of gay and lesbian students being afforded equality. Andrew reported
that at this school the principal said the first week during assembly that they wouldn't be
having any of 'that same-sex prom stuff. Obviously, this principal had heard about
Andrew and his prom date.

Andrew hopes that his coming out has impacted on others in the downtown area
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to feel comfortable about their sexual orientation. When he told his friends three years
ago, he knew of no other gay, lesbian, or bisexual youth. He admitted that most of his
weekend evenings were spent 'growing up' at the local gay bar. Since that time, many
youths have come out in the downtown area.

1 didn't know anybody downtown to come out at my age, and then when [

did, many people started identifying as gay, lesbian or bisexual. It's not like

I started a wave or something, but it has influenced some people. If I

helped some come out of the closet, I'm so glad of that.

‘While Andrew feels he has influenced others to come out, unfortunately others may
probably perceive him as influencing other youths to be gay, lesbian, or bisexual; i.e as
recruiting.

Andrew has not only influenced youths. For two years he has been on television
rallying at the Lesbian and Gay Pride March. He has lobbied the Liberal caucus to have
sexual orientation written into the Human Rights Code. I have recently begun working
with him on the Advisory Committee with the Provincial Strategy Against Violence.
Andrew holds the respect of youths and adults alike.

To come out of the classroom closet is difficult for both students and teachers.
For the teachers I interviewed, the fear of losing their jobs and credibility, or being hassled

by students or ighed the of isolation and continuousty

dodging the truth. The students, on the other hand, are growing up fighting for gay and
lesbian rights, refusing to accept oppression. Interestingly, many gay and lesbian students

face isolation because of their honesty about their lives, while teachers face isolation
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because of their secrecy about their lives.

(b) ia and ism in School

Homophobia refers to active and explicit attacks on lesbians, gays, and bisexuals.
These attacks may be verbal or physical, and are often fuelled by unacknowledged motives
and/or panic (Epstein & Johnson, 1994). Heterosexism, on the other hand, is silent; a

presumption of heterosexuality which tends to ignore the possibility of any other sexuality.

Newfoundland schools appear to fuel both instituti and cultural bi;
As discussed in the literature review, instituti ia is described by
(1992) as the ways g i and

discriminate against gays and lesbians. As schools are institutions produced by a society
where homophobia and heterosexism are present, so too are they present and reproduced
by our schools. Newfoundland is different than many other provinces in Canada, as the
churches are major power brokers in controlling our schools. Therefore, religious

also impart instituti h bia in our schools.

i) teachers

Very different levels of | ia and ism were i d by my

informants, in different schools. While only one teacher endured blatant homophobic
harrassment, the absence of any reference to homosexuality in other schools can be
interpreted as subtle heterosexism. All teachers in these schools are socially constructing

as the only ble sexual
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The only teacher who has experienced personal verbal attacks is Marie. She was
harassed so much at one school that she changed schools at the end of her first year there.
The incident appears to have escalated after Marie refused to stay silent during the

ic remarks a coll was

I was losing a couple of friends through the AIDS virus; one was Tommy
Sexton - the actor from CODCO. [ remember walking into the staff room
one morning and [teacher] was saying he was glad that Tommy was dying
of AIDS; it was God's punishment to gays and the way God was going to
wipe out the homosexuals of the world. So I said to him, Do you have a
problem with gay people'?, and that was when he jumped on the
bandwagon and said, 'Of course I got a problem with fucking gay people!
‘Who are you - the ficking moral police'?

Unfortunately, the attacks did not end that day. In fact, it continued almost everyday in
the staff room at lunch time. Marie's colleagues explained to her that the only time this
colleague abused gays and lesbians was in her presence; that he was just trying to"'egg
Marie on". Some of his derogatory comments included, "I wonder if any fags died last
night", and "Are you [Marie] a woman or man today?". She reported him to
administration, who told her they would have a chat with him, but to basically try to avoid
him. Marie was afraid to report this man to the school board; fearing they would discover
her sexual orientation. Interestingly, no other teacher reported him either.

I had to go to the (Newfoundland and Labrador Teachers' Association)

NLTA about him. I was told that they could send him a letter of warning.

After that happened, [ went and confronted him and told him that if I heard

any more remarks about gays and lesbians, [ was going to charge him with

sexual harassment. I warned him that I had been to the NLTA, and that

day it stopped.
While the abuse stopped for Marie, her colleague also has quite a reputation with the
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students. Marie reported that she was told of homophobic comments and jokes about
females with blonde hair by some of the students.

This man taught Literature. [ expected more from someone who taught

that sort of subject. When you think of the impact he would have on a gay

or lesbian student, it's frightening.

The impact this colleague had on Marie is frij ing. Had she been a h facing

such accusations, Marie would probably not have felt so powerless. Instead, not only did
Marie feel she had to leave the school, but her colleague is now free to continue abusing
others; perhaps even his students.

Fortunately, Nancy, Christine, and David have not experienced abuse similar to
that of Marie. In fact, they rarely hear any derogatory comments about gays and lesbians.
Nancy feels that working in 2 Roman Catholic school system with many nuns and brothers
silences any sort of personal discussion. When asked if she heard any colleague make
jokes or comments to other colleagues, this was her reply:

A little, but quite frankly less than if T was in any other working

environment. The talk around our staff room table has always been really

inhibited as a result of working with nuns and brothers; everyone is sort of

afraid of them. I never hear dirty jokes, or racist jokes, or homophobic

jokes. We talk about the Price Club, or the specials at the supermarket, or

who's getting married. Our talk is so safe, you could talk about it in front

of the nuns.

The lack of homophobic remarks at Nancy’s school does not mean this institution is free of

heterosexism. Often what is not said is more indicative of a school environment than what

is said. I have certainly heard ist and ic remarks by my coll
However, I have also witnessed their interest in becoming more accepting and open-
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minded i They want to sexual ori ions that are different from

their own; they could never learn by silence.
Nancy does not hear derogatory comments from the students on the piayground
either. It is her opinion that a French immersion school draws a lot of "politically correct”

students. In her junior high school, the students are up to date on topics of feminism, gay

rights, and world views. They were described as privil kids who are well. lled,
and have parents with high educational levels.

While Christine recognizes that she does not teach in an ivory tower, the level of
students in her classes, coupled with the fact that more and more lesbians and gays are
coming out in the media, has resulted in students being less homophobic than a decade
ago. She has heard a few jokes in the staff room, but feels that they are never malicious.

All jokes tend to be stupid, tend to be sexist, and [gay] jokes are just that.

I can't say that I know of a colleague with a particular axe to grind, nor a

particular hatred.

David, who teaches in an integrated school, has heard so few jokes that he
suspects more colleagues know of his sexual orientation than he is aware. While he feels
his staff is fairly liberal, he does not hear many remarks from the "red-necks" either.

A couple of [colleagues] will say things that you roll your eyes at, but as a

rule, my feeling is that most educated people now find it just as politically

incorrect to make gay jokes as it is to say ‘nigger’. That's probably part of

the reason I don't really hear much. And part is that they know I am or

suspect I am gay, so they just won't say anything in front of me.

David, like Christine, feels that homophobic remarks from students have lessened
since he first began teaching. Even though he periodically notices the word ‘fag’ written
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on lockers or a book, he does not feel students are as judgmental as several years ago. He
also reported that he never hears negative comments about the celebrities who have come

out in recent years, such as Melissa Ethridge, Ellen DeGeneres, and Elton John.

(ii) students

Cultural homophobia, as codes of behavior expected by society which are neither
law nor policy (Blumenfeld, 1992), is present in Newfoundland schools in several ways.
Gay and lesbian students are silenced by denying them space for support groups, and
access to curriculum materials or library books on gay and lesbian issues. They are denied
open discussion about topics of interest to them. Teachers assume both colleagues and
students are heterosexual, unless told otherwise, or in situations whereby something is
‘wrong' with a student. In other words, one is heterosexual unless "proven guilty".

As reported earlier, Stephen left his community to find a better life and improve his
grades. He had quit physical education class and instead enrolled in a home economics
course, because he was self-conscious in the showers. He feared the boys would think he
was staring at them. During one of his visits home, he went to a school dance with his old
classmates.

I went to a school dance and a guy pulled a knife on me; he was stoned.

He was calling me a fruit and a fag; I was petrified. My friends said that I

wasn't gay, so he should leave me alone. This guy said, No, he's a fag for

sure, he acts that way - look at him - he's different.' And he spread this

around the community.

While Stephen reported that there was no physical damage, he does feel there are
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emotional consequences. His parents found out about the incident, but didn't question the
perpetrator's motives, nor did they press charges. When he goes home now, his friends
always ask Stephen if he is indeed gay. Even though Stephen and this boy share some of
the same friends, Stephen refuses to be in his company.

The [incident] was brought up a lot because some of my friends were

friends with him. When they go over to his house, I don't go with them

because I'm afraid he'll try to pull a knife on me again. [My friends] say,

"You're not gay, so it wouldn't happen again. You have nothing to worry

about'.
Unfortunately, it appears that if Stephen was perceived by his friends as being gay, the
abuse would be justified in their minds.

While none of the other students experienced the threatening level of Stephen's

abuse, they have all felt victimized in some way by h | students or teachers.

Neither Janet nor Ellen have experienced personal homophobic attacks, but they both have
been witness to boys being verbally abused because of their sexual orientation. Janet
reported that one boy is given a really hard time because "he's really feminine, hangs
around with girls only, and wears really tight, lime-green pants”. While Ellen has heard
rumours of physical attacks on teens in other schools, she personally knows of no gay or
lesbian who has experienced such attacks. However, the threat of violence is always
present.

There was one particular incident with a group of kids at school who are all

kind of tough. They always sit in the corner next to this glass wall, and

they were kicking it and calling a young fellow a fag. This friend of ours

got really angry and punched the [glass] back and it shattered. It would

make you mad, because we were doing nothing, just eating our lunch.
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When [ see two heterosexuals making out in the cafeteria, I get fed up. IfI

did that I'd get the shit kicked out of me; I'd be totally ostracized - the

freak of the month. It's quite cruel and sad.

Andrew feels that there has been no gay bashing at his school in recent years, and
only a few people make comments and jokes. Even when the verbal abuse was aimed at
him, Andrew did not let it bother him.

I wore my violet plastic pants to school one day. That sparked some guy

who has a problem with me. He yelled stuff like big stupid queer’, and

asked if T went to any fag rallies lately. I just stared him down and laughed

at him. A few times walking home from school some students would be

driving by and yell 'faggo' or something.

Andrew has, however, felt threatened on occasion. He reported that he would sometimes
respond to gay or lesbian comments if he "felt brave enough". Andrew depended on the
support of his friends at school; usually female and all heterosexual. When they were not
present, he usually just walked away.

While all students hear derogatory comments in class from other students,
regrettably most teachers ignore them, or do not reprimand those making these comments.
Teachers ignoring anti-gay comments is not unique to Newfoundland. As reported earlier,
O'Conor (1994) argues that such student comments are ignored by many teachers. All the
students I interviewed feel that this is inexcusable; while students are young and often only
looking for attention, teachers are in a position of authority and should never tolerate such
prejudice. Until we identify this issue as a prejudice similar to racism and sexism,
homophobia will continue to permeate our schools, and students will fear coming out of

the classroom closet.



IL._The Birds and the Bees, Homosexuality and the Curriculum

(a) Knowledge and Attitudes Regarding Lesbian and Gay Issues (Students)
A main theme which emerged from the data was the knowledge and attitudes

young people have regarding gay and lesbian issues. Considering the fact that society

holds such strong negative views of h ity, I felt it was i to fearn how
lesbian and gay students feel about their sexuality. Since I hypothesized that little positive
information was gained at school, I was also interested in finding out how and what they
have learned about gay and lesbian issues.

It should be reiterated that my subjects were not typical of most gay and lesbian
youths. Their political work for gay and lesbian rights resuited in their having greater
access to positive information about their rights (or lack thereof), political lobbying
happening in Newfoundland and the rest of Canada, past and present gays and lesbians
involved in the arts, and resources available to them.

Unfortunately, only Stephen knows a gay or lesbian teacher. The rest suspect, or
have heard unsubstantiated rumors that one or two teachers at their school may be
homosexual. On a more positive note, however, they all feel they have gay and lesbian
role models within the community. They have met these adults at a NAN (Newfoundland

Amazon Network) Confe NGALE (] Gays and Lesbians for Equality)

meetings, and LGBQ (Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Questioning) Youth Group meetings. They

all feft that role models in their school would be a positive experience, however, they do
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not place blame on teachers who feel they cannot come out at school.

All the students I interviewed have felt excited that the 1990s is becoming a period

when many artists, ici actors, and politicians are disclosing their sexual
Unfortunately, not all the media hype portrays positive role models. Andrew's first
memory of gay and lesbian lives was on a talk show.

I remember the first lesbians [ saw on television were go-go dancers.

That's the first memory I have. While its not a bad [first memory], that's

not the best first impression. I don't think the community starts there. You

have to do a lot of researching yourself; in looking for gay stuff I found a

lot of anti-gay literature.

Ellen feels she has lots of role models in the community, and while her parents are
heterosexual, they too lobby for gay and lesbian rights. Consequently, she feels they are
positive role models for how all people should treat gays and lesbians.

1 admire many of the things one of the coordinators of our group has done.

She puts up with so much crap and she's still alive and functioning. Svend

Robinson is one of my role models. I've run into him a few times. And of

course, there's my parents.

Ellen also recognizes that over the past year, she is suddenly becoming a role model for
other gay and lesbian youths.

It's funny because to some people I am a role model, which can be both a

good and bad thing because you feel so much pressure. Andrew was one

of my role models when he first came out because he had done so much. [

put him on this big pedestal, and just before he went to go away to

university, we were both on the same level.

Janet has been the least political of the students I interviewed, and therefore feels

she knows only a little about gay and lesbian issues. She reported that she knows little
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about her rights, and the gay and lesbian community. Most of the information she has
acquired has been from magazines such as 'Out’ and Fad'. However, she feels clear about
society’s views of gays and lesbians.

We're a minority - that's all [ know. Most peopie don't like us; or don't
care about us. The church hates us all.

Stephen, also Catholic, recognizes that society's moral perception of homosexuality has
been influenced by the church.

My parents have really negative views of homosexuality because they are

Catholic. It seems like a lot of people disagree with it; especially Catholic

males. A male [classmate] who was my friend considers it immoral; a sin.

He thinks we shouldn't kiss, hold hands, share a bedroom, or anything. He

thinks we should all be put on an island.

All the students I interviewed were either part of the gay and lesbian movement, or
are interested in joining the movement in the near future. Janet is planning to go to the
Lesbian and Gay Pride March this year, however, she indicated that Stephen is skeptical.

I'm trying to talk Stephen into going, but he's scared. I explained to him

that you don't have to be gay to go. It's easy if you're not gay, but if you

are, you're afraid people will know. You have to put up with the remarks.

Most youths were also aware of the political climate regarding amending the Human

Rights Code to include sexual ori ion as a ited grounds of discriminati Ellen

and Andrew have attended meetings this year with the liberal government lobbying to
change the code. Andrew was especially dynamic.
‘We did that whole liberal caucus thing - so we met with some members of
the caucus. The house had closed and they had to go campaign in their
ridings. We spoke about the shit gay and lesbian and bisexual people had
to face, and why it would be good to include [sexual orientation] in the
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Human Rights Code. One or two people came up to me and said how they
related better and understood when it came from a real live gay youth. The
politicians are all getting older, and I told them it was my first time voting.
They got to realize that the old guard is changing; a lot more people who
are more comfortable with [homosexuality] are coming of age, and are
taking the reins of power. If they are not representing us, and not doing
their job, we're not going to put up with it. You guys were forced to put
up with it; you started the change and now we are just continuing on with
it.

Stephen felt completely isolated in his community, and could not find any gay-
friendly information. Lack of resources is common in high schools (Proctor & Groze,
1994) and this impacted on Stephen's self-esteem and his views of homosexuality.
Learning about gay and lesbian issues has changed the way he feels about himself and his
sexual orientation.

I guess [ became more comfortable with my sexuality since I came out.

Before that I really felt inferior. I didn't know anything; I went to a

Catholic school and there was nothing on the bookshelves. Everything

written was in the AIDS context, or the sexual aspect. It made me feel [

was doing something wrong with my life. I felt I was being punished. But

now I feel being gay is the person I'm supposed to be.

The other students are also accepting of their sexual orientation. Janet would not

be happy if she changed, and Andrew reported that he was not only comfortable with his

sexual ori ion; he would be being 1. While Ellen is usually
comfortable being a lesbian, she recognizes the struggle she has been forced to endure.
Most times I am [comfortable] with my sexual orientation, and when I'm
not it's because sometimes I hate going through all the crap. But then [
wouldn't be me. While there are times I have had negative feelings, living
with this crap makes me a better person.

(b) ABC's and Homosexuality



Students learn lots about ity in school; but app: ly little of it is
positive or accurate (Marcus, 1993). At a very young age, students begin to call each
other "faggot", "dyke", and "fruit". Many teachers, students, and parents think such
action is innocent. Adults seem to be assuming that students do not really mean it, and
that some children using these terms do not even know what they mean. Inside the
classroom what is not said is more significant than what is said. Family Life classes rarely
discuss gay and lesbian families as viable options, history classes overlook the gay and
lesbian civil rights movement, and Canadian law classes ignore the discrimination against

gays and lesbians (Lipkin, [995).

i) t el

I felt it was important to find out whether these teachers felt the classroom was a
viable place to learn about gay and lesbian issues, as most teachers reported not bringing
up the topic often. Some of them felt that while gay and lesbian issues were relevant in
many courses, they feared being labelled homosexual by the students. While Nancy feels
the topic should be addressed in classes, and she herself would be willing to discuss gay
and lesbian issues, she is skeptical about teachers broaching the subject unprepared.

Marie not only agrees that teachers should be qualified to teach students about
homosexuality, she is also more comfortable with gays and lesbians teaching such issues.

I don't think anyone should be teaching gay and lesbian issues unless they're

gay or lesbian themselves. That would be frowned upon; that comment

would irritate a lot of people, especially the people would think they are

open enough and have gay and lesbian friends. However, when you're
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talking about the struggles of the gay and lesbian movement, you have to
be gay or lesbian to talk about it. Teachers that are gay-friendly, or are not
homophobic, could teach it, but they wouldn't do as good a job.
Interestingly, while Marie believes that curricula should include gay and lesbian issues, she
also feels only gay and lesbian teachers should bring up these topics. Combatting

would be i ible if the silence

Marie was questioned about her sexuality when she tried to address the topic of
homosexuality in her Family Life class. She was wary about introducing the topic during
her sexuality unit; fearing her students would not handle a discussion maturefy. When a
student asked if she was a "lizzie", Marie ignored the question. She did, however, feel it
was a mistake, as one student refused to come to class unless she dropped the topic. In
other schools, with other groups of students, however, the topic came up again. These
other experiences were far more positive for Marie.

T was teaching grade eight English ast year and we were doing a debate. I

had a couple of students that wanted to argue that gays and lesbians should

be permitted to enter the military. There were two who were arguing [for

the affirmative side], while most others were arguing [for the negative

side]. That went fairly well. In another school I taught Language 1101, a

course on argumentative writing. A couple of students there argued that

gays and lesbians should have the right to adopt children. You'll always

find some students who will support gays and lesbians.

‘When Marie challenged students about their beliefs for not supporting gays and lesbians,
she found that students usually refer to the Bible, and while students often cannot argue
logically about such beliefs, Marie argued that the prejudice "always goes back to the

church”. Argumentative writing courses are constructive outlets for students debating gay
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and lesbian issues, as students themselves often come to the realization that their
arguments are based on prejudice rather than facts.

David, who also teaches a high school argumentative writing course, has had many
students write papers on gay and lesbian issues. He feels that students today are very
open-minded, and only once did a student argue against gay and lesbian rights, but this
experience frightened him.

1 had one guy last year who had failed two papers. I assumed he wasn't

going to try to pass the course, but at the very end he decided to give it

one last-ditch effort. He decided to do gay marriages, and I said you have

to have a thesis; you have to pick a point of view. He decided to write on

'Gays should not be allowed to marry’. [ was really prepared to give this

guy the benefit of doubt; if he had even one decent point in there, I would

pass him. Unfortunately, he didn't have one logical argument, so [ had to

give him a lousy mark. I hoped after that he wouldn't come back and say I

flunked him because I'm gay myself, and not because he did a lousy job.

That's the only paper I've ever had from a student who took any negative

viewpoint on it.

David had another student who initially chose the thesis 'Gays should not be allowed to
adopt', however, he felt delighted when the student came back and changed his thesis to
the affirmative side when he found overwhelming support for gays.

While Christine has never initiated classes on the topic of homosexuality, she finds
it arises in her Literature classes. Some of the poems and novels she teaches make
reference to same-sex love, and she usually finds only a couple of students comment on
how "gross” one man is writing to another about love. Christine feels that during these
discussions, being in the closet is more effective.

One of the luxuries [writer's emphasis] I feel about being private, about
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not being known as a gay teacher, is that when issues of homosexuality
come up, I feel a lot safer. Students perceive me as promoting tolerance,
which is legitimate. I think that people who wanted to attack me could say
[if T was out], that [ was promoting homosexuality; which clearly I am not.
What I'm trying to do is educate the students about the whole world.

This statement by Christine really underlines a heterosexist attitude on her part. While she

tolerance to be legitis she ly feels being known as a

p P!

lesbian would be ived as p ing ity. Further, she perceives being in
the closet a Tuxury’. Once again we are witness to gay and lesbian teachers accepting the
oppression of the education system.

Nancy feels that one of the biggest drawbacks in Newfoundland schools being
denominational is in the content she is allowed to teach. She is anxiously awaiting the day
that churches are no longer controlling her school.

That's the way I feel oppressed by the Catholic system. It's very difficult to

teach kids about AIDS when the nuns don't want us to even talk about

condoms. The school nurse and I did a whole class on AIDS, and not one

student commented that it was a gay disease. I'd say the kids were too

affaid to say anything with the nuns there.

It was obvious throughout these interviews that the Catholic church is perceived as a

major oppressor of gays and lesbians. Marie feels that if gay and lesbian content were

taught in school, h ic and ist attitudes and iors would change with

both colleagues and students.

The problem is right now, the hold of the Catholic church over society; that
has to be battled first. But if we're going to change attitudes in society, one
of the most important institutions to do this is in the school system. If you
taught little kids going up through primary and elementary, having books
where you talk about the kid with two mommies or two daddies, gays and
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lesbians would be perceived as natural as heterosexuals.
(ii) students

Not only did I question teachers on what they have taught about homosexuality in
classes, but I also questioned the students on what they have learned regarding their sexual
orientation. All reported that the topic of homosexuality had been brought up in some
classes. However, not all felt the classes were a positive experience. Stephen shared this
negative experience.

In grade nine religion class we were doing sex education. We had a

question box, and I wanted to ask something about homosexuality. I was

worried the teacher would recognize my handwriting, so it took me a long

time to build up the nerve to write down my question. It was never

answered. Most people thought that teacher was gay, because he used to

be a priest.
One of Ellen's teachers also became suspect when she defended lesbians and gays during
class discussion.

I remember in Adolescence class in grade nine there was a class about

sexuality. The teacher didn't address the topic, but the students brought it

up. There was a lot of rumors going around about her sexuality, but she

violently denied them. One of the questions was, 'Are you a lesbian,

Miss?, and the teacher laughed like it was one of the most ridiculous things

she had ever heard. She told us things like the anus isn't designed for a

penis. I was thinking, 'Who is the architect?. Well, at least in those classes

everything was open discussion. At least she never made any reference to
it being a sin.

Andrew has concerns about non-qualified people teaching homosexual content. In a Level
U Family Life course his teacher explained the Catholic church's view on homosexuality,

but he was not judgmental, nor did he try to enforce it. However, Andrew felt that the
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teacher’s reason for not being judgmental was one of ignorance.

He was saying it's okay to be homosexual, because it's not a choice. The

grossest thing is there are people who say it was a choice for them. Is

nobody listening? Why shouldn't it be a choice; why shouldn't we have the

freedom of choice? Once they say it's genetic, they can find the gene and

start curing people and making babies straight; which means I'm going to

have to start farming homosexuals and repopulate the world with them. [l

get a lab together and start breeding little queer babies. It's interesting that

all these Family Life teachers are out there making these grandiose

statements about it not being a choice; nothing is proven yet, and I hope

nothing ever is [proven]

Andrew's teacher supports the essentialist theory of sexual orientation, however, he is
teaching this theory as a truth. If he realized this has not been proven, or if Andrew had
challenged his teacher’s knowledge', a debate centered on the scientific study of the
cause(s) of homosexuality could have proven worthwhile.

Other negative experiences included the idea that when homosexuality comes up
during discussion, many teachers ignore homophobic remarks. Some teachers will ignore
the comments, others will make a joke out of them, but a few try to talk about the
remarks. Stephen feels that while he has had some positive experiences of discussions on
gays and lesbians, sometimes his teachers have not handled the topic with professionalism.
One teacher talked about the men in the military in the United States as having a lot of
"buddies”. When students asked what he meant, the teacher explained that there was a lot
a homosexual activity in the military. When one student commented that such activity was
gross, the teacher flippantly replied, "Well, some men have lots and lots of buddies in the

military". Unfortunately, the ignorance of another teacher goes unchallenged.



Ellen has also experienced a teacher's heterosexism when students brought up the
topic in class.

There was a while when students were getting upset about the whole Bert
and Emie dilemma. There was a rumor going around (which is not true),
that [television producers] were going to kill Bert; they were going to
drown him or something, because you couldn't have two guys living
together on Sesame Street. Puppets were actually taken off the shelves in
some countries. One particular teacher said, 'Yeah, but a five-year-old
watching doesn't know that it's wrong for two guys to live together’;
nothing about the trauma for a five-year-old to see their favorite television
personalities drown! You know, this is an authority figure giving this
message to thirty-something students.

Further, this teacher is telling youths that it is not okay for two men to live together, a
sexist message which is harmful for both gay and heterosexual young men. She is telling
these boys that it is not okay for men to share close relationships with other men.

Many gay and lesbian teachers fear being labelled by discussing homosexuality, and
perhaps their fears are real. Janet's class had this reaction when a gay-positive teacher was
discussing gays and lesbians.

We were talking about 'CODCO", and then "This Hour Has 22 Minutes',

and then one of the kids said, T can't stand 'Kids in the Hall' because Scott

McDonald is gay’, and the teacher really got offended by that and asked her

what was her problem. She said, Maybe I'm gay’, and then other people

took offense and the whole class got into it. Then everyone got a bit weary

about her; maybe she shouldn't have said that. Rumors spread pretty

quickly around the school about her being a lesbian.

In recent years there have been many posters, books, and pamphlets aimed at

1 youth ing safer sex. L even though many youths still

perceive AIDS as a gay disease, the education system has continued to ignore our gay
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youth. Andrew, who has volunteered with the Newfoundland and Labrador AIDS
Commission is very concerned with the lack of information being imparted in school.

AIDS is now spreading to our gay youth, because our generation feels it
was spread in the gay community with the older generation. It's terrible
that there's not a lot of sex education at schools. We had one day to talk
about homosexualnty one day out of my fourteen . years of school. That
class included lesbi and AIDS - all in one
forty minute period.

Andrew felt that while the discussion was far too short, the priest did not judge
homosexuals. Instead, he talked about people's sexual orientation being on both ends of
the spectrum.

Whether teachers are qualified or not, all the students feel that more discussion on
homosexuality in the classroom would be a positive experience for both gay and lesbian
youth and heterosexuals. Ellen feels that some students would "unlearn” the prejudices

they have grown up with, and the next generation would be more accepting.

Curri Changes Si by Infc

All the students and teachers I intervie agree that the vfoundland ed

system needs to make curriculum changes in order for this generation to fully accept gays
and lesbians. Since the education system is one of the most powerful institutions in

imparting vafues in our society, all feel that it is imperative to portray gays and lesbians in
a positive light from the earliest grades. However, not all students and teachers agree on

the mannet in which the topic of homosexuality should be addressed.
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(i) teachers

Nancy would prefer gay and lesbian content integrated into the present curriculum.
Reading a novel solely about being gay or lesbian irritates her. She also argues that
exclusive homosexual content separates us from the rest of society in a negative way.
However, a novel with gay content as a normal and acceptable part of life appeals to her,
and Nancy feels students would benefit from this type of literature.

I want to be as accepted as Catholic minorities. Catholics celebrate their

Catholicism, yet they are still a part of our culture. It's like we take

ourselves out of the culture, then whine because we are not accepted. [

would prefer to see students reading a novel where there's gay and straight

characters, and all are part of life. Instead, gay and lesbian novels make a

point of trying to make our lives acceptable. [ really think integration

would be much better, so it slips into your unconscious, and is almost a

part of life.

Christine also had concerns about teaching novels regarding gay and lesbian issues
for the sole purpose of 