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Abstract 

The purpose of this qualitative dissertation in practice study was to describe the in-school 

experiences of LGBT students at Catholic high schools.  The aim of the study was to 

create a framework to develop in-school interventions for LGBTQ+ students in a small 

independent Catholic high school.  Using a phenomenological approach, the study 

examined the lived experiences of six LGBT recent graduates of a Catholic high school 

through interviews.  Participants’ responses revealed shared experiences: institutional 

silence from the school about sexual and gender minority students, extensive support 

from individuals within the school, and experiences of fear about being queer at a 

Catholic school.  The findings from the study demonstrated the importance of educational 

leadership practices in shaping their experiences.  These findings and best practices from 

LGBTQ+ youth research and from educational practitioners informed a three-tiered 

solution for Catholic school leaders to integrate into their practice including professional 

development, curricular review, and the creation of ally and affinity groups.  This 

dissertation in practice study has implications for research as there are few studies about 

LGBTQ+ students in U.S. Catholic schools and for practice as this framework can be 

helpful for independent Catholic high schools throughout the country. 

Keywords: LGBTQ+, Catholic education, independent schools, leadership as practice 
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

Introduction and Background 

The intersection of lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and queer (LGBTQ+) 

rights with questions of faith continues to be an evolving and often controversial aspect 

of social and political discourse.  Within the Catholic Church in the United States, this 

ongoing conversation runs parallel to and connects with the country's continued debate 

on such issues.  As politicians and the public continue to debate policies to protect 

LGBTQ+ rights, studies show that American Catholics are often more likely to support 

LGBTQ+ rights than the American public at large (Jones, Cox, Griffin, Fisch-Friedman, 

& Vandermaas-Peeler, 2017; Pew Research Center, 2017), and a majority of Catholics 

favor same-sex marriage rights and oppose the rights of businesses to refuse service to 

same-sex couples for religious reasons (Piacenza & Jones, 2017).  However, the practices 

of the institutional Church are not necessarily aligned with the attitudes of the faithful.  

One sphere in which the conversation regarding the intersection of religious and 

LGBTQ+ concerns continues to be polemical is the country's Catholic schools. 

LGBTQ+ students in middle and high schools throughout the United States report 

feeling less secure in school, are absent more often, and experience more frequent 

harassment than their non-LGBTQ+ peers (Kosciw, Greytak, Giga, Villenas, & 

Danischewski, 2016).  Students at religious schools were more likely to report 

discriminatory practices than their counterparts at public schools or non-religious private 

schools (Kosciw et al., 2016).  Research focusing on the specific experiences of 

LGBTQ+ students in Catholic educational institutions is scarce.  Further investigation of 

the experiences of sexual and gender minority students in Catholic high schools could 
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offer institutional leaders insight into creating a framework of support for such students 

in their schools. 

In order to contextualize and understand the experiences of LGBTQ+ students in 

Catholic high schools, a phenomenological qualitative study was conducted.  Students 

who had attended Catholic high schools and had graduated from high school within four 

years were interviewed for the purpose of gathering common descriptions of the 

experience of being an LGBT student in a Catholic high school.  The information 

gathered from these interviews was used to inform recommendations for educational 

leaders in Catholic high schools regarding how best to support sexual minority students.   

Statement of the Problem 

In a recent study, nearly every (more than 98%) LGBTQ+ student of the 10,528 

students aged 13–21 surveyed reported hearing anti-LGBTQ+ language and feeling its 

negative effects in school (Kosciw et al., 2016).  Many sexual minority students perceive 

their schools to be hostile environments where formal policies allow or promote 

discrimination, indicate bias, or permit victimization.  LGBTQ+ students demonstrate 

lower academic performance, exhibit higher levels of absenteeism, report higher levels of 

depression and other mental health issues, and are less likely to plan on postsecondary 

education (Kosciw et al., 2016).  The same study reported that while LGBTQ+ students 

in religious schools report lower victimization rates than their peers in public schools, 

they report higher rates than those in non-religious private schools.   

Catholic high schools draw upon a wide range of philosophies in their 

programming for LGBTQ+ students.  While some high schools have created gay–straight 

alliances (GSAs) or other LGBTQ+-affirming programming to support sexual minority 
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students (Freedman, 2015), others use broader organizing principles such as diversity 

groups to address the needs of LGBT students within the larger context of various 

minority groups (Liboro, Travers, & St. John, 2014).  Still others do not allow students, 

faculty, or staff to discuss LGBTQ+ issues at all.  As social attitudes towards LGBTQ+ 

individuals continue to evolve, views among members of the Catholic Church mirror that 

shift.  Pope Francis famously asked, "Who am I to judge?" in response to a question 

about gay individuals in the Church (McElwee, 2016).  Catholic high schools continue to 

struggle with how to effectively support LGBTQ+ students.  Despite the need for further 

investigation, however, the experiences of LGBTQ+ students in Catholic schools have 

not been extensively studied.  Research into the experiences of LGBTQ+ students in 

Catholic high schools can offer Catholic school leaders insight into best practices for 

ensuring that sexual minority students attending Catholic high schools have a healthy and 

successful school experience.    

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this phenomenological dissertation in practice study was to 

describe the in-school experiences of LGBT students at Catholic high schools.    

Research Question 

Like all adolescents, LGBT students navigate their identities through the 

experiences which they share with their peers (Hansen, 2007).  Academic success, social 

interactions, positive feelings of inclusion, and negative feelings of exclusion are all 

important aspects of students' constructions of their identities.  For LGBTQ+ high school 

students, experiencing verbal harassment, physical violence, or discriminatory practices 

based on sexual minority status can damage academic performance, mental and physical 
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health, and self-actualization.  Experiencing encouraging school environments in which 

they feel they know supportive peers and staff can improve academic and personal 

outcomes (Diaz, Kosciw, & Greytak, 2010).  School culture is linked to the leadership 

practices of those charged with administering the schools.  Turan and Bektas (2013) 

concluded that a significant relationship existed between teachers' conceptions of a 

school's culture and the leadership of the school principal; the highest level of 

relationship was between the perception of school culture and the principal's leadership 

practices in guiding teachers.  Considering that relationship between educational 

leadership and school culture, the following research question guided this qualitative 

study:  

How does educational leadership behavior affect the experiences of LGBT 

students at a Catholic high school? 

Aim of the Study 

The aim of this study was to create a framework to develop in-school 

interventions for LGBT students in a small independent Catholic high school.   

Methodology Overview 

The methodology for this dissertation in practice study was a qualitative 

phenomenological study.  From interviews with recent high school graduates who had 

attended a Catholic high school, a pattern of shared realities emerged about their lived 

experiences of being a sexual minority student in their school.  Participants were able to 

recognize shared identity-driven experiences.  The study offered insight into practices 

and policies that leaders of Catholic high schools might draw from in order to create a 

programmatic and curricular structure to support sexual minority students.  A small 
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sample (5–10) who represent the population (LGBT students) were interviewed in depth 

to determine what experiences affected them and what experiences were shared.  These 

shared experiences were analyzed according to the philosophical underpinnings of 

phenomenological approaches.   

Definition of Relevant Terms 

  The following terms will be used operationally in this study:    

  Catholic school: An educational institution which is sponsored by a Roman 

Catholic diocese or a Roman Catholic order or which identifies a Catholic tradition as an 

integral part of its mission.  Regardless of governance, any such school deemed Catholic 

by the diocese in which it falls is considered a Catholic school. 

Diocesan oversight: Any oversight of a Catholic school by a diocesan 

superintendent, either the bishop or his designee. 

High school: An educational institution that houses students in grades 9–12; some 

may include students in a postgraduate year. 

Independent school: An educational institution that governs and finances itself 

with no reliance on any outside organization or entity. 

LGBT student: Any student who identifies as lesbian, gay, bisexual, or 

transgender, regardless of whether that student has publicly identified as such to peers, 

school staff, or family members.  In this study, LGBT describes participants; LGBTQ+ 

describes the entire community.   Other acronyms are used as they appear in references, 

including LGB, LGBT+, and LGBTQ.  

Northeast: The region of the United States encompassing New York, New Jersey, 

Pennsylvania, and the New England states. 
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Delimitations and Limitations 

Several delimitations defined the scope of this study.  The first of these was the 

narrow scope of the study population; while non-LGBTQ+ students are certainly capable 

of commenting on school climates, choosing to focus on the specific experiences of 

sexual minority students necessitated narrowing the study to those individuals alone.  The 

focus on Catholic high schools further narrowed the criteria for the study.  Another 

delimitation in this study was its location.  Research has shown that the experiences of 

LGBTQ+ students can vary greatly from region to region within the United States, with 

students in the northeastern United States generally experiencing the lowest levels of 

victimization (Kosciw et al., 2016).  Another delimitation is the size of the sample. While 

the sample size of this study was appropriate for a phenomenological study, the sample 

may not be truly representative of the experiences of LGBTQ+ students across the 

country.  Because of this potentially for misrepresentation, the sample size may also be 

considered a limitation of the study and offers some options for future studies.  Another 

limitation of the study was that all the participants graduated from the same small, 

independent, Catholic high school.  Their experiences may be different from those of 

LGBTQ+ students in other Catholic high schools.  Another possible limitation might 

have been that students who participated in the study self-selected because they felt 

particularly strongly about their school experiences, and they therefore may not be 

representative of the entire population.   

The potential bias existed due to my connection to the subject matter of the study.  

As a gay educator in a Catholic school, I am well-versed in both the Church's teaching 

regarding LGBTQ+ individuals and the experience of being a member of a sexual 
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minority in a religious educational environment.  I did not, however, attend a Catholic 

high school as a student, so my lived experience is different from the experiences of the 

participants.  Because of my position in a Catholic school, careful question construction 

and thoughtful analysis of responses were an important aspect of bias reduction 

(Creswell, 2013).   

Leader's Role and Responsibility in Relation to the Problem 

How a school creates programming to engage its LGBTQ+ students depends in 

large part on the various levels of school leaders that govern the school's decision-making 

process.  Levels of leadership in a non-independent Catholic school may include a 

principal and a school board, a pastor, a religious order superior, a bishop, or any 

combination thereof.  At a self-governing independent school, the leadership is generally 

understood to be the head of school, the administrative team, and the board of directors.  

Several normative theories of leadership offered a framework for interpreting the results 

of this study.  The concepts of transformational leadership and the tenets of social justice 

leadership guided this study in its aim to provide Catholic school leaders suggestions on 

working with LGBTQ+ students in their schools.  The moral elements of these leadership 

theories were an integral part of the suggestions arising from the research which is 

oriented towards offering Catholic school leaders a framework for creating programming 

and curricula to support LGBTQ+ students.  At the same time, it is important to 

acknowledge that teachers themselves are leaders in their schools as students look to 

them as authority figures and examples.  The leadership roles that teachers in Catholic 

schools adopt during their interactions with LGBTQ+ students are important to this study 

as well.    
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Catholic school leaders may perceive a dilemma in their work to support 

LGBTQ+ students within the structure of a Catholic educational institution because of the 

Church's positions on LGBTQ+ issues: homosexual inclinations are objectively 

disordered (U.S. Catholic Conference, 1997), same-sex marriage can never be considered 

analogous to holy marriage (Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, 2003), and men 

who "present deep-seated homosexual tendencies" must not be ordained priests 

(Congregation for Catholic Education, 2005, §2, para. 4).  Additionally, the pope has 

spoken out about transgender issues, calling education about transgender individuals 

"terrible" (McPhate, 2016) and stating that transgender people are encountering "a 

problem of morals" (San Martín, 2017).  On the other hand, the pope welcomed a 

transgender man rejected by his parish to the Vatican, praised the work of an Argentinean 

nun working with transgender women (San Martín, 2017), and has, as already mentioned, 

stated that he refuses to judge gay individuals.  Works by Catholic scholars, such as Fr. 

James Martin, S.J.'s Building a Bridge (2017), encourage continued dialogue among 

Catholic educators about working with LGBTQ+ students in their schools.  By 

integrating the research surrounding students' experiences with leadership theory, the 

study sought to create sound practice for leaders to engage in and support the academic, 

social, spiritual, and physical well-being of LGBTQ+ students while upholding the 

traditional tenets that define Catholic education. 

Significance of the Study 

In 2009, the Journal of Youth and Adolescence dedicated a special issue to LGBT 

youth.  This area of research continues to grow and develop but is still relatively new.  

One important gap in the research on queer youth involves the experiences of LGBTQ+ 
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students in Catholic schools in the United States.  Some research has been done on 

Catholic schools in Canada (Callaghan, 2016; Liboro et al., 2014), which receive national 

funding, but there is less research on schools in the United States.  Even GLSEN, 

formerly known as the Gay, Lesbian, and Straight Education Network, which has been 

publishing school climate surveys for more than a decade, has not studied Catholic school 

students in isolation.  This study filled that gap, addressing the experiences of LGBT 

students in Catholic schools.   

This study offers Catholic educational leaders a framework for creating practical 

solutions for supporting the experience of the LGBTQ+ students who are or will be in 

their schools while still honoring Church teachings as an institution.  Catholic school 

leaders will have the opportunity to see how the study has integrated leadership theory 

with suggestions for implementing best educational practices that will create a positive 

school climate for sexual and gender minority students.   

Summary 

Research into the experience of LGBTQ+ students in Catholic high schools is 

important to conduct in order to offer Catholic school leaders insight into the climates 

that such students encounter in their daily lives at school.  To help Catholic school 

leaders develop consistent programming and curricula that will help sexual and gender 

minority students, the research in this study offers, through analysis of qualitative 

interviews with students, a phenomenological approach to understanding the aspects 

common to students' experiences.   By integrating normative leadership theories with this 

reading of LGBT students' shared and lived experiences, the study has developed a 

framework for Catholic high schools.  Interviews with LGBT individuals who have been 
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students at Catholic high schools were analyzed through a phenomenological approach in 

order to help inform practice and policy for educators in U.S. Catholic high schools. 
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW 

Introduction 

Current attitudes towards LGBTQ+ youth are complex and rapidly evolving.  

While the United States has moved toward greater social acceptance in some areas, such 

as marriage equality, controversy continues to surround other LGBTQ+ issues, 

particularly in regard to transgender rights, including the rights of transgender individuals 

to use bathrooms aligned with their gender identity (Peters, Becker, & Davis, 2017).  This 

conflict between progress and stagnation mirrors the complex experiences of LGBTQ+ 

high school students; experiences of welcome and inclusion co-exist with occurrences of 

harassment and bullying, experiences that affect students’ self-image and identity 

formation.  For LGBTQ+ students in religious schools, especially those traditions such as 

Roman Catholicism, which historically have not been LGBTQ+-affirming, this process 

can be even more complex.  The experiences of LGBTQ+ students in Catholic high 

schools must be understood in the broader context of LGBTQ+ student experiences, 

while acknowledging the unique situation of Catholic schools, which will affect students’ 

perceptions of their school environments. 

 This literature review will examine realities for LGBTQ+ adolescents, discussing 

the negative outcomes that accompany being an LGBTQ+ high school student as well as 

the literature that emphasizes LGBTQ+ students’ positive attributes. It will then examine 

the most common LGBTQ+-affirming interventions that occur within high schools and 

their efficacy and investigate the relationship between LGBTQ+ identities, school 

policies and interventions, and the development levels of adolescents.  At that point, the 

review will shift to literature regarding the interaction of the hierarchy and teachings of 
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the Catholic Church with LGBTQ+ identities and a discussion about differences in 

governance models of Catholic schools and the professional practice setting.  Finally, 

leadership literature and social justice theory will be examined.  

LGBTQ+ Student Realities 

Talburt (2004) described a prevailing trend in research about LGBT youth which 

involves the classification of sexual minority youth by researchers and educators who are 

sympathetic to them as victimized, at-risk, and plagued with problems.  There is certainly 

evidence to support this common description of at-risk sexual and gender minority youth.  

The Centers for Disease Control (2014) found that LGBT youth report higher levels of 

bullying, are at higher risk for suicide and suicidal thoughts, are more susceptible to 

substance abuse and school absenteeism, and are more likely to be depressed.  

Researchers recognized that the motivation for affirming researchers to cite these higher 

levels of negative effects is to establish LGBT students as a “knowable population” 

(Talburt, 2004, p. 116) in order to promote school atmospheres which are more 

supportive for sexual minorities.  In an attempt to study support systems for sexual 

minority youth in high schools, Muñoz-Plaza, Quinn, and Rounds (2002) focused on the 

stigmatization, victimization, and negative health effects which LGBT youth can 

experience.  However, this narrative, which is overwhelmingly present in research 

focused on LGBTQ+ youth, represents just one aspect of their experiences.   

Marshall and Hernandez (2012) recognized that this paradigm of high-risk youth 

and victimization is used in order to justify research and discussion about a topic some 

would prefer not to discuss; they did, however, recommend that researchers avoid it 

because of the one-dimensional way it presents LGBTQ youth.  The previously 
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mentioned Centers for Disease study concluded that the majority of LGBT adolescents 

are well adjusted and healthy.  Murdock and Bolch (2005) conducted a study that 

examined lesbian, gay, and bisexual youth in high schools and the factors which offered 

them success and protection, as well as those which led to failure and risk.  The authors 

noted that the single most examined facet of the lives of sexual minority youth is their 

victimization.  However, in their quantitative study of 101 lesbian, gay, and bisexual high 

school students that measured school environment, social support, and school adjustment, 

Murdock and Bolch found that, “most LGB youth are ok” (2005, p. 167).   

 The research on LGBT student victimization, as Talburt (2004) pointed out, only 

presents one dimension of the generalized conceptions of sexual minority youth.  Talburt 

also described an idealized identity development model for LGBT adolescents based on 

two psychological models.  While questioning these models, which present a fixed, linear 

representation of a process that is generally more open to change, Talburt also recognized 

the positivity of the existence of research apart from the ubiquitous victimization 

research.  Talburt identified this false dichotomy in the literature, which has represented 

LGBT youth as either in emotional distress or with a fully formed sexual identity.  

Hammack, Thompson, and Pilacki (2009) investigated varied factors that affect the 

formulation of sexual identity among adolescents with same-sex desires.  Their study 

focused on the narratives sexual minority youth form as they are constructing their 

identities.  In interviews with four adolescents, the authors described two fundamental 

narratives with which sexual minority youth must interact: one of struggle and success 

and the other of emancipation.  Hammack et al. concluded that identity construction of 

sexual minority youth is, above all, a process in which individuals must negotiate their 
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own understanding of desire within individual contexts.  For Uribe and Harbeck (1992), 

high school must offer students an opportunity to develop their personal identities.   

The heteronormative structures, ideas, and behaviors adopted by many high 

schools, as well as by their instructors and policies, create conflict for sexual minority 

students as they are looking to form their identities while coming to recognize their 

differences in sexuality (Muñoz-Plaza et al., 2002).  For participants in the Muñoz-Plaza 

et al. study, aged 18–21, self-identification continued to be an ongoing process.  Even 

those who described themselves as exclusively same-sex partnered suggested the 

possibility of fluidity in their identities and attractions.  An important part of LGBTQ+ 

identity formation in high school is the non-linear manner in which such students disclose 

their sexual minority status to others and the choices they make about to whom they are 

open. 

In-School Affirming Interventions 

Another factor which affects the success with which LGBTQ+ students are able to 

form their own identities is the level of social support they receive from peers, family 

members, and non-family adults.  Muñoz-Plaza et al. (2002) interviewed students to 

determine what types of supports are available to sexual minority youths and how such 

supports and students’ perceptions of support influence their identity formation.  Most 

students reported a gap in their social supports; cognitive, emotional, and social isolation 

affected the processes by which they define their own identities.  Recognizing the 

importance of school connectedness during the period of adolescent development, Diaz et 

al. (2010) investigated the relationship between in-school supports and school 

connectedness.  The most common school-based supports for LGBTQ+ students 
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mentioned in research are the presence of school personnel (faculty and staff) who are 

supportive of sexual minority students, the existence of a GSA or other similar 

organization, and school leaders’ explicit expression of policies which protect LGBTQ+ 

students from harassment and bullying.  After analyzing data from the fifth national 

climate survey conducted by GLSEN, the authors found that school connectedness was 

directly connected to the presence of a supportive staff and an anti-harassment policy 

(Diaz et al., 2010).   

 While research indicated that the presence of a GSA was not directly influencing 

school connectedness, attendance at a GSA was (Diaz et al., 2010).  There has been 

considerable research about GSAs in high schools.  In a two-year qualitative study, 

Currie, Mayberry, and Chenneville (2012) interviewed students in GSAs as well as 

school and district administrators about the presence of GSAs in their schools and the 

effects of these organizations.  Participants reported the achievement of desired goals 

such as increasing student–school connectedness and reducing absenteeism among LGBT 

students.  Currie et al. concluded that GSAs successfully provided sexual minority youth 

with the opportunity to engage their school communities in conversations about 

homophobia and tolerance.  At the same time, the authors suggested that the GSA model 

is more reactive than proactive; the authors promoted a shift toward strategizing the 

prioritization of social justice.  It is interesting to note that an administrator interviewed 

by Currie et al. expressed that using the language of a safe space for bullied students was 

an intentional choice to forestall parental complaints about such organizations.  Talburt 

(2004) cited a student in a postsecondary setting who felt that language of “support” 

implied that sexual minority students were unable to affirm their LGBT identities on their 
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own without assistance from others.  This disconnect inherent in the way some students 

view the common description of such organizations by adults mirrors the problematically 

dichotomous nature of research on LGBTQ+ students.   

 Fetner and Kush (2008) reported on the important social contexts of the adoption 

of GSAs in public schools in the United States.  In testing hypotheses about early 

adoption of GSAs in high schools based on the region of the country, the school setting, 

school resources, size of the school, and the availability of support systems for adults or 

anti-discriminatory laws in the states, the authors found that GSA emergence was more 

common in places where support for sexual minority youths was already strong.  By 

highlighting the increased presence of GSAs in the types of high schools in which they 

hypothesized such representation would be highest, the authors demonstrated the 

inequality of access to such supports for students in many areas where they are most 

likely to be victimized.  In fact, Callaghan (2014) cited the creation and popularity of the 

It Gets Better Movement as a signal that some LGBTQ+ student advocates had given up 

on schools and focused on encouraging students to look forward to life after school.  This 

is a troubling implication for students’ mental health and for academic success.  Because 

Fetner and Kush only surveyed data from U.S. public schools, there is no indication in 

their study about the adoption of GSAs at religious high schools in the U.S.  There has 

been a gap in the literature regarding sexual minority students in religious high schools in 

the United States. 

Liboro et al. (2014) conducted a qualitative interview-based study to determine if 

systems like those common in United States public schools (such as GSAs) would or 

could be successful in Canadian Catholic schools.  At the school described in the study, 
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students were originally denied their request to form a GSA and instead formed a group 

which would be a safe space for youth of all marginalized communities within the school 

(Liboro et al.).  The next year, students renewed their request for a group dedicated to 

sexual minority status, and it was approved by the school.  It is noteworthy that the 

school’s acquiescence to the request to establish an organization dedicated to LGBT 

issues came even before a provincial law required all government-funded schools to 

support GSAs.   

Adolescence, Schools, and LGBTQ+ Identities 

 In addition to their primary function of educating children and adolescents, 

schools serve as instrumental vehicles for socialization and formation of peer 

relationships for all adolescents (Blum, McNeely, and Nonnemaker, 2002) and can be 

essential to academic and social success for sexual minority students (Murdock and 

Bolch, 2005).  Social justice literature encourages educators and administrators to 

remember that curricula are not neutral, demonstrating unconscious or implicit biases and 

perpetuating a status quo that can be exclusive of and harmful to marginalized 

communities (Dodge and Crutcher, 2015).  In school communities where LGBTQ+ 

individuals and their historical contributions, literary voices, and lived experiences are 

ignored or glossed over, the informal lesson that is taught along with the explicit 

curriculum is that LGBTQ+ individuals, including those students in the classroom, are 

not valued.  At a time where adolescents are poised for discovery and development 

(Talburt, 2004), there is an additional strain placed upon sexual minority students who 

“face the developmental task of understanding and coming to terms with their sexual 

identities in an environment that denies and devalues that aspect of them” (Schneider and 
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Owens, 2000, p. 351).  Schools must be aware of this tacit messaging and consider the 

ways they contribute to such messages.   

Catholicism and LGBTQ+ Identities 

 The complex nature of the interactions between the leaders of the Catholic Church 

and its adherents on matters regarding LGBTQ+ identities, individuals, and behaviors 

reflects a discussion that is centuries old.  Since Boswell’s groundbreaking Christianity, 

Social Tolerance and Homosexuality (1980), scholars have debated the nature of the 

Church’s understanding of and attitude toward same sex behaviors, specifically among 

gay men.  The book was and continues to be fiercely polemical and is criticized for 

ignoring the Catholic Church’s role in the prevalence of homophobia (Greenberg & 

Bystryn, 1982; Hoffman, 1984) as well as for mischaracterizing the scriptural texts that 

the Church uses to deem homosexuality sinful (Williams, 1982; Hays, 1986).  In Same-

Sex Unions in Pre-Modern Europe (1994), Boswell asserted that the liturgies of the early 

churches in which two people of the same sex (almost always men) were joined 

fraternally, frequently through blood exchange (Mantzouneas, 1982), were essentially 

marriages; not surprisingly, this book was even more controversial than his earlier work 

on the Church and homosexuality.  

 The gay liberation movement, which eventually took on the mantle of the 

LGBTQ+ rights movement, began to be part of the mainstream consciousness at a time 

that the Catholic Church, much like society as a whole, was engaging in debates about 

the implications of modernity and how the Church engaged with the modern world.  

Williams (1982) indicated that the debate over the 1968 papal encyclical regarding 

artificial birth control, Humanae Vitae, encouraged a broader questioning of Church 
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teaching on sexual ethics including homosexuality.  The publication of The Church and 

the Homosexual in 1976 by Fr. John J. McNeill, SJ, was a milestone in that it encouraged 

theologians, ethicists, and pastors to openly discuss the teachings of the Catholic Church 

on homosexuality and the pastoral ramifications of those teachings.  In the book, he 

concluded that gay Catholics and Church authorities should enter into a dialogue.  The 

flood of scholarly articles published in the aftermath of his book indicated that such a 

dialogue was possible; in the year after the book’s release, however, the Vatican 

rescinded the imprimatur (permission to publish) and ordered McNeill not to publicly 

speak on the topic of homosexuality.  More than forty years later, Fr. James Martin, SJ, 

authored Building a Bridge, which also promoted for a dialogue between the LGBT 

community and the Catholic hierarchy, perhaps indicating the rate of progress over those 

forty years.   

 Through those four decades, both the Vatican and the Church in the United States 

have issued teachings on LGBTQ+ issues.  In 1975, the year before the publication of 

McNeill’s work, the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith released Persona 

Humana, a declaration regarding sexual ethics, which recognized the innateness of 

homosexuality, but termed homosexuality “incurable” (§VIII, para. 2) and affirmed that 

homosexual acts are intrinsically disordered.  The Congregation for the Doctrine of the 

Faith again returned to homosexuality in 1986 with the publication of a letter directed to 

all bishops.  In this letter, the inclination towards homosexuality, was defined as not 

sinful in itself, but rather as a tendency to an intrinsic moral evil.  Bishops were exhorted 

to create pastoral programming for homosexual individuals in which they were to 

explicitly state that homosexual behavior is immoral.  The letter also stated that  
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[i]t is deplorable that homosexual persons…are the object of violent 

malice…[but] when civil legislation is introduced to protect behavior to which no 

one has any conceivable right, neither the Church nor society at large should be 

surprised when…irrational and violent reactions increase. (§10, para. 1–2) 

McNeill (1993) harshly criticized this section of the letter as condoning violence against 

gay individuals as well as another section as blaming the AIDS crisis on those who 

insisted on civil rights for the gay community.  The dialogue between the Church 

authorities and the LGBTQ+ community has not always been without rancor. 

 An inconsistency exists in the Catholic Church in the United States between the 

teaching and practice of the institutional Catholic Church and the opinions of its 

followers.  The teaching from Persona Humana and the language of the letter to the 

bishops influenced the language of the Catechism of the Catholic Church (1997) in which 

homosexual orientation was again defined as an objectively disordered inclination 

(§2357) and same-sex marriage was established as an impossibility according to tradition 

and scripture (§2360-2363).  At the same time, the official teaching of the institutional 

Church is that any form of unjust discrimination against gay and lesbian individuals is to 

be avoided (§2358), but no other members of the LGBTQ+ community are mentioned in 

the Catechism.  In 1992, the Vatican released “Some Considerations Concerning the 

Response to Legislative Proposals on the Non-Discrimination of Homosexual Persons,” 

another directive to United States bishops from the Congregation for the Doctrine of the 

Faith.  In its opening paragraph, the Congregation noted that cities were allowing public 

housing intended for families to be used by same-sex couples; the congregation’s 

response was that such municipal actions, “even where they seem more directed toward 
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support of basic civil rights than condonement of homosexual activity or a homosexual 

lifestyle, may in fact have a negative impact” (para. 1).  The document also assured 

bishops that discrimination against homosexual individuals in housing and employment 

was not “unjust” in the same way as discrimination based on race, gender, or other 

factors, because of the objective disorder of the homosexual orientation and because of its 

unlikeliness to impact a homosexual individual who chose to simply keep his or her 

homosexuality to him or herself.  Accordingly, the Congregation warned bishops of being 

manipulated into supporting anti-discrimination laws.   

 In the past two decades, the Church in the United States and the worldwide 

Church have continued to grapple with how best to minister to LGBTQ+ Catholics.  In 

1997, the United States Conference of Catholic Bishops (USCCB) published a statement 

directed to Catholic parents of gay and lesbian individuals which encouraged them to 

continue to walk with their children while reiterating Church teaching and framing 

homosexual orientation as a painful ordeal.  In 2006, the USCCB issued guidelines for 

pastoral care for those with homosexual inclinations.  This document again highlighted 

that, according to the Church, homosexuality itself is not sinful but that homosexual acts 

cannot fulfill the proper ends of human sexuality outside of marriage and are against the 

natural law.  In Ministry to Persons with a Homosexual Inclination: Guidelines for 

Pastoral Care, lesbian and gay Catholics were encouraged to participate in parish life as 

long as they lived in accordance with Church teaching and did not disclose their 

inclination to the community (Church participation, para. 3; para. 5).  Pope Francis’s 

messaging has been similarly mixed, and the synods on family and youth over the past 

several years have frustrated both groups within the Church: those who would like to see 
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a change in Church teaching and those who fear the Church is softening its moral 

authority. 

American Catholics agree with the Catechism in regard to unjust discrimination 

and would, conceivably, disagree with the 1992 directives: more than 70% favor laws 

that would prohibit discrimination against LGBT individuals in employment, housing, 

and public accommodations (Jones, Cox, Griffin, Fisch-Friedman, & Vandermaas-Peeler, 

2017).  Additionally, six out of ten American Catholics oppose religiously based refusal 

of services to LGBT individuals (Jones et al., 2017), a practice about which Church 

teachings seem ambiguous; this ambiguity was highlighted by the bishop of Bismarck’s 

mandate that the diocese disassociate from the Boy Scouts of America after they allowed 

gay men to serve as troop masters (Fraga, 2017).  Perhaps the most common opinion 

studied to determine an individual’s or institution’s level of homophobia or 

heteronormativity is stance on marriage equality, which the Catholic Church 

unequivocally opposes.  The United States Conference of Catholic Bishops and the 

Michigan Catholic Conference filed amicus curiae briefs in favor of the respondents in 

Obergefell v. Hodges (2015), the Supreme Court case that mandated marriage equality 

throughout the US, as did the Catholicvote.org Education Fund and Catholic Answers.  

However, among American Catholics, same-sex marriage has support of more than 65% 

(Jones et al., 2017).  The standard of unjust discrimination is an issue of great debate 

within the Catholic community, especially in schools.  When the Supreme Court ruled 

marriage equality a constitutional right in 2015, employees of Catholic institutions, 

especially parishes and schools, were faced with the realization that being terminated for 

entering into same-sex marriages would not be considered by the Church or the United 
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States to be unjust discrimination under the terms of ministerial exception (Hosanna-

Tabor v. EEOC, 2012).  

A majority of members of the Church in the United States seem to reject teaching 

regarding the sacramental theology of marriage in this aspect, and while LGBTQ+ 

individuals who identify as Catholic may take solace in the knowledge that they have the 

support of their fellow congregants, for many the compartmentalization required to stay 

in the Church is too much.  In several communities both in the United States and 

internationally, research has been conducted to consider the experiences of those LGBT 

individuals who also claim the religious identity of Catholicism.  In Poland, a 

predominantly Catholic society with high levels of homogeny, Pietkewiecz and 

Kołodziejczyk-Skrzypek (2016) interviewed eight gay men who identified as devout 

Catholics to determine how they managed the conflict between these identities.  For these 

individuals who had been raised in religious families, their faith, instead of being of 

comfort to them, became a source of conflict as they became aware of their sexual 

orientation.  According to this study, common responses to this conflict included 

controlling desire, a pathway supported by Courage and Exodus, two organizations for 

LGBTQ+ Catholics which have enjoyed official Church support (Loseke and Cavendish, 

2001); reducing involvement in the sacramental and liturgical lives of their church 

communities, a path advocated for by the USCCB in their 2006 guidelines; and 

undermining the teaching authority of religious leaders.   

In their analysis of the narratives contributed to online resources by the members 

of Dignity, an organization for LGBTQ+ Catholics that does not enjoy the support of the 

institutional Church and was, in fact, one of the specific targets of the 1986 Congregation 
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of the Doctrine of the Faith letter to bishops worldwide, Loseke and Cavendish (2001) 

concluded that these individuals had constructed a new narrative type—that of the 

Dignified Self.  This narrative embraced both their faith identity as Catholics and their 

marginalized sexual identity.  Pietkewicz and Kołodziejczyk-Skrzypek (2016) found that 

participants in their study also used benevolent reappraisal as a strategy to find both 

meaning in their sexuality and connection with a God who created them as they are, 

which allowed them to reassure themselves of God’s love and care for them.  Similarly, 

in a study of Dignity members from Hawaii and California, Radojcic (2016) concluded 

that these members defined an identity for themselves that unified their sexual identities 

and their religious identities.  However, for gay, lesbian, and bisexual Catholics in 

Mexico, Courage, which is supported by the institutional church because of its mission to 

help sexual minority Catholics live a chaste life, is the only available option; it is an 

unpopular one due to the perception that it is more of an ex-gay movement (with all the 

connotative ties to conversion therapy) as well as its connection in Mexico with the 

Legionaries of Christ, a conservative religious order embroiled in scandals linked to its 

now-deceased founder (Gómez Rossi, 2014).   

Catholic Schools and LGBTQ+ Students 

Having discussed literature focused on LGBTQ+ students in high schools and the 

history of the Catholic Church’s response to LGBTQ+ issues, this review turns now to 

the research that has been conducted in regard to LGBTQ+ students in Catholic schools.  

In truth, there is not much literature that has focused on this subset of adolescents and the 

research that exists is, for the most part, dated or otherwise contextually divergent from 

this study.  For example, much of the most recent research that has been published about 
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Catholic schools and LGBTQ+ concerns has focused specifically on Canadian Catholic 

schools, especially those in Ontario.  In 2009, the Ontario Ministry of Education directed 

all schools to develop strategies to lessen barriers to access, including sexual orientation 

(Donlevy, Gereluk, Patterson, & Brandon, 2014).  As Catholic schools are funded by the 

state through the Constitution (Liboro et al., 2014), they were required to follow the 

directive; some schools and district boards refused to allow the formation of GSAs, 

creating a controversy (Martino, 2014).  Martino (2014) concluded that while the 

Catholic school board’s refusal to create the GSAs was discriminatory, he cited Foucault 

(1980), an early influencer of queer theory, to suggest that the controversy incited the 

students to engage in discourse, which is essential for progress to occur.  Callaghan 

(2014), also writing in Canada, highlighted the confusing and contradictory ways that the 

Church speaks to students in Catholic high schools, urging teachers to treat sexual 

minority students with respect and sensitivity but holding same-sex romantic behaviors to 

a different disciplinary standard than similar heterosexual behaviors.  While detailing the 

push for a GSA in a secondary school in Ontario, Callaghan appealed to the social justice 

teaching of the Catholic Church before pointing out that such attention to the 

marginalized does not extend to sexual minority individuals.  In a review of five U.S. 

studies from 1995 to 2003, Maher (2013) found that while bullying due to perceived 

sexual orientation or gender identity occurred in Catholic high schools and anti-gay or 

transphobic language was frequently used, alumni of Catholic high schools were more 

tolerant toward LGBTQ+ individuals than their peers who attended public schools.  He 

hypothesized that the Church’s emphasis on social justice could explain this 

phenomenon.   
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Homophobic bullying can take several forms in religious schools and does not 

only manifest between peers as highlighted in Maher (2013).  Callaghan (2016) linked 

the Vatican’s seeming omnipotence, omniscience, and omnipresence to a show of 

dominant power that can cause emotional distress to those who feel they are being 

observed unceasingly.  Additionally, the responses of school leaders in the vignettes 

presented in Callaghan’s (2016) study—failures to respond to bullying, outing a student 

without permission, and dismissing concerns of LGBTQ+ students–—are characterized 

as systemic bullying that diminished students’ feelings of inclusion and had damaging 

academic effects.  For students who do not reject the Church as a result of their discovery 

of homosexual orientations, there are additional challenges as they seek to reconcile their 

faith and their sexuality (Newman & Fantus, 2015).  Religious language that censures 

non-heterosexual activity can contribute to students’ negative feelings; this language, 

which might refer to sexual and gender minority individuals as abominations or subtly 

separate orientation from action, permeates secular discourse as well (Newman & Fantus, 

2015).  In their study of all-female Catholic schools, Love and Tosolt (2013) observed 

that schools’ messaging often seems conflicted which causes students confusion and 

contributes to a heteronormative environment that victimizes queer students.  

Across the literature, there is some evidence of positive experiences for LGBTQ+ 

Catholic school students given different contexts of time and place.  In 1997, the 

Archdiocese of St. Paul and Minneapolis shared strategies for Catholic educators to 

address the ways that gay and lesbian students feel excluded in Catholic schools 

(Gevelinger & Zimmerman).  It is striking that twenty years later, many Catholic schools 

are still unwilling to utilize these strategies.  However, in Canada, where government 
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funding necessitates action from Catholic schools, Liboro et al. (2014) found that 

integrating processes and programs based in practices from U.S. public high schools has 

improved the experiences of LGBT students inasmuch as they seek to draw upon 

Catholic values of kindness and concern in order unite the community instead of 

embracing contentious dialogue.   

Catholic School Governance and the Professional Practice Setting 

 Catholic schools exhibit varied models of governance, which are often dependent 

upon, or a result of, the school’s foundation and history.  The commonality of all Catholic 

school governance models is that they are all subject to canon law (National Catholic 

Education Commission [NCEC], 2002).  Because the relevant sections of canon law 

allow Church officials—generally the bishop or archbishop—to delegate responsibilities 

and authority to designees, there are countless possibilities for the execution of school 

governance; in practice, three entities emerge (Foundations and Donors Interested in 

Catholic Activities [FADICA], 2015).  Oftentimes, the level of the school and the history 

of the community play a decisive role in the governance model selected: elementary 

schools frequently attached to parishes, high schools more often governed by the diocese 

or a religious order (FADICA, 2015).  More and more, however, governance is being 

entrusted to independent boards, especially in high schools (Diocese of Bridgeport 

Catholic Schools, 2017).  Sheehan (1997) highlighted the trend of independent schools 

being created with their own full-authority boards and not as a juridic person according to 

canon law, which would designate them as Catholic subject to a written agreement with 

the ordinary of the diocese.  The varied governance structures of Catholic schools 

indicate different levels of interaction with, and to some extent control by, the diocese. 
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 In its report exploring governance structures, FADICA (2015) introduced a matrix 

of school governance which places a spectrum of governance from executive to collegial 

on the x-axis and from local to central on the y-axis.  These governance models placed 

schools and school organizations on the matrix based on the entity with whom 

governance authority rests and where the authority is focused.  The placement of a parish 

school whose pastor, ex officio, holds the authority for the school could vary on the 

matrix based on whether or not the pastor shares authority with some sort of school board 

or if he reserves the right to make all decisions.  Schools or school groups which are tied 

to diocesan or network-level decision-making fall closer to the central end of the axis, 

whereas schools whose governance are controlled by the pastor or a local board are at the 

local end.  Schools historically run by religious orders, considered public ecclesiastical 

juridic persons according to canon law 803 §1 (Coriden et al., 1985), have frequently 

operated with central authority (the order superior) separate from diocesan centrality, but 

a model in which schools that have been parish schools, regional schools, or schools run 

by religious orders become independent schools with a local governing board is 

increasingly common (Haney, 2010). 

 Another important aspect of these varied governance models that Catholic schools 

are developing is the level of authority that boards have.  Board roles range from advisory 

or consultative to limited jurisdiction or full authority (FADICA, 2015).  The National 

Catholic Educational Association (2017) reported that nearly half of the country’s 

Catholic secondary schools were what they termed “private,” and were either run by a 

religious order or a private corporation.  The boards of such schools are more likely to 

have full authority (FADICA, 2015).  With full authority, schools and their leaders are 
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not bound by diocesan curricular mandates; programmatic planning, finances, human 

resources, and other operational decisions are made by the school.  At the same time, 

according to Canon Law 806 §1, it is the purview of the bishop of each diocese to 

oversee any Catholic school in his diocese and further, “no school is to bear the name 

Catholic school without the consent” of the bishop under Canon Law 803 §3 (Coriden et 

al., 1985).  Independent Catholic schools with full authority must still ensure that they 

operate and educate in accordance with what the local bishop determines to be Catholic 

principle.  

Leadership 

Social justice leadership is one aspect of leadership theory literature that has 

explicitly addressed the roles of educational leaders in creating school environments 

where sexual minority students feel safe (Marshall & Hernandez, 2012).  Rivera-

McCutchen (2014) observed that social justice leadership contrasts with management, 

which she identified as the most prevalent attitude toward educational leadership 

currently.  Social justice leadership is born of a belief that there is a moral obligation to 

actively subvert historic behaviors which have created marginalization and inequality 

(Rivera-McCutchen, 2014).  For leaders in Catholic schools this creates a sort of 

dichotomy, as religious observance is often linked to anti-LGBTQ+ attitudes (Marshall & 

Hernandez, 2012).  Radojcic (2016), for example, described the Catholic Church as 

“notoriously anti-gay” (p. 1297).  This perception of conflict for Catholic educational 

leaders is an important factor for this study.   

 Social justice leadership in childhood and adolescent education focuses on 

integrating the principles, issues, and concerns of social justice throughout the 
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pedagogical practice, the curricular content, and the educational experience of the school 

(Rivera-McCutchen, 2014).  Capper and Young (2014) recommended that educators for 

social justice be clear in their goals for inclusion and integration, seek to increase student 

learning, learn about the intersectionality of the range of differences which affect their 

students, and commit to working collegially to create environments of inclusion.   

 As schools—like workplaces—look to promote environments that are open and 

inclusive, research indicates that such organizations are more productive and successful 

(Vohra & Chari, 2015), have greater connectedness among their members (Diaz et al., 

2010), and encourage retention at greater levels (Chari & Vohra, 2015).  However, 

educational leaders are not always systematically prepared to integrate all identity groups 

equally.  O’Malley and Capper (2015) surveyed faculty members, graduate students, and 

practitioners from the University Council for Educational Administration member list.  

Principal preparation programs were described as either social-justice oriented or not.  

Among respondents from programs without a social justice orientation, 0% reported any 

emphasis on sexual orientation identities and less than 20% described the program as 

effective or highly effective in preparing them to create a welcoming environment for 

LGBT students.  Fewer than half of the respondents in programs with a social justice 

orientation reported emphasis on sexual identity (O’Malley & Capper, 2015).  In many 

cases, aspiring educational leaders reported not feeling prepared at the program level to 

create a school environment where every student feels welcome.  

  In developing a framework for LGBT leadership, Fassinger, Shullman, and 

Stevenson (2010) highlighted important concepts of transformational leadership: the 

creation of a collective identity within an organization and the promotion of a sense of 
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inclusion.  For Rivera-McCutchen (2014), transformative and social justice leadership are 

inextricably linked since the former is based in the ideas of justice and democracy and 

seeks to replace marginalizing structures with those which are more equitable, structures 

which drive the latter.  McKenzie et al. (2008) iterated that educational leaders for social 

justice have a goal of raising critical consciousness among their staffs and among their 

students and must accordingly hold themselves to that same consciousness.  School 

leaders are often tasked with creating an educational environment in which all 

community members—faculty and staff, students, and families—feel as if they belong 

(Wright & Smith, 2012).  One way the concepts of transformational leadership and social 

justice leadership may be integrated is by ensuring that marginalized groups—such as 

LGBTQ+ students—have a voice in the community with which they can advocate for 

themselves (Marshall & Hernandez, 2012).  For educational leaders and for the programs 

which prepare them for leadership, there is a need for complete integration of such 

models into curricula and programming.   
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY 

Introduction 

 Recalling that the purpose of this phenomenological dissertation in practice study 

was to describe the in-school experiences of LGBT students at Catholic high schools, this 

project was a qualitative study designed to facilitate learning about the effects of 

educational leadership behaviors on the LGBT student experience.  Phenomenological 

research “describes the common meaning for several individuals of their lived 

experiences” (Creswell, 2013, p. 76).  Data was collected from interviews with recent 

high school graduates who attended Catholic high schools and who identify as LGBT.  

The experiences shared by the participants were used to derive a significant, essential 

understanding of what it means to be a sexual minority student in a Catholic high school.  

The goal was to use this data to understand not only what students’ experiences were but 

also what those experiences meant to the students and what such perceptions mean for 

leaders in Catholic high schools.  Creswell (2013) indicated that phenomenological 

research has a philosophical basis and that this methodology is popular in the education 

field.  Much current literature on LGBTQ+ students is centered on their experiences; 

however, this study is important because little specific research on students in Catholic 

schools in the U.S. has been conducted.   

Research Question 

 Talburt (2004) concluded that it is important to know LGBT students not only as 

victimized members of an at-risk group.  Other researchers have likewise sought to 

understand what supports are available for students in the context of the school day 

(Muñoz-Plaza, et al., 2002; Fetner & Kush, 2008; Callaghan, 2014).  These 
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considerations, as well as the gap in the research regarding the unique situations of 

LGBTQ+ students in American Catholic schools, formed the impetus for the research 

question that guided this qualitative study:  

 How does educational leadership behavior affect the experiences of LGBT 

students at a Catholic high school? 

Research Design 

 The research design for this dissertation in practice study was qualitative; 

Creswell (2013) recommended phenomenological research to study the shared 

experiences of multiple individuals.  Phenomenological research “gives researchers the 

best opportunity to understand the innermost deliberation of the ‘lived experiences’ of 

research participants” (Alase, 2017, p. 9).  Creswell underlined that there is a 

philosophical element behind phenomenological research and indicated that it is 

frequently used in education and other social sciences.  In phenomenological studies, 

researchers begin with participants who have shared the experience to be studied; in this 

study, that of being a sexual minority student in a Catholic high school.  In the 

interviews, participants describe their lived experiences; the researcher looks to define 

commonalities in the lived experiences in order to get to the essence of the experience.  

Phenomenological research, described by Creswell as using commonalities of shared 

experiences to understand the phenomenon’s essence, was an appropriate research 

method to achieve the purpose of this study. 

Participants and Recruitment 

 The population studied in this dissertation in practice study was LGBT 

individuals who attended Catholic schools.  Originally, the researcher intended to 
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interview current high school students who identified as LGBT.  Considering the 

challenges of conducting research with minors, the researcher chose to identify recent 

high school graduates who had attended Catholic high schools.  Participants were chosen 

through purposive sampling as this phenomenological study required the participants to 

self-identify as LGBT, and it was essential that they had attended a Catholic high school.  

Participants were recruited through outreach to individuals known to the researcher and 

through snowball sampling.  The researcher partnered with LGBT individuals and those 

who work with them to reach out to college-aged potential participants and invite them to 

participate in the study if they identify as LGBT and attended a Catholic high school.  

Participants were reached through email, social media, and personal communications.  In 

at least one case, a participant mentioned the study to another individual who reached out 

to the researcher with interest.   

 Through the IRB application process, the researcher requested and obtained a 

declaration of consent waiver which allowed the participants to choose not to sign the 

consent form, the only document linking their identities to the study.  All participants 

received the consent form along with the Bill of Rights for Research Participants.  Two 

participants signed and returned the consent form; the other four chose not to return it.    

 Interviews were conducted with six individuals who had each attended the same 

Catholic high school.  Each participant is currently enrolled in a four-year college or 

university in the Northeast and Mid-Atlantic regions of the United States.  Participants 

received a $10 gift card to a chain coffee shop to thank them for their participation in the 

study.  Pietkiewicz and Smith (2014) indicated that phenomenological studies have been 

conducted with as few as four to as many as nearly 20 participants, but cited the 
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precedent of six to eight participants set by British doctoral programs as the ideal sample 

size.  The number of participants allowed for the extraction of enough information to 

determine common lived experiences of the studied phenomenon while still allowing the 

researcher to conduct each interview in great detail.  The researcher noted that data 

saturation occurred when no new themes emerged from the interviews.   

Another factor in the determination of the number of participants was the 

availability of individuals who fit the criteria.  Identifying participants who identified as 

LGBT, had attended Catholic high schools, and who were willing to discuss their 

experiences with the researcher was at times challenging.  Table 1 offers information 

about the participants. 

Table 1 

Participant Information 

Participant 
Alias 

Years in 
Catholic HS 

Sexual Orientation 
and Gender Identity 
 

Notes  

Clare 4 Bisexual cisgender 
female 
 

Sometimes uses “gay” or 
“queer” instead of “bi”  

 

Rebecca 4 Agender 
lesbian 
 

Sometimes uses “non-
binary” instead of “agender,” 
uses they/them pronouns 
 

 

Grace 4 Non-binary 
transsexual 
 

Uses she/her pronouns  

Mary 3 Fluid lesbian 
cisgender female 
 

Boarding student  

David 4 Bisexual cisgender 
male 
 

  

Amana 3 Gay cisgender 
female 

Boarding student  
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Data Collection Tools 

 After being identified and selected as participants for the study, these individuals 

engaged with the researcher in a semi-structured interview, which was the primary data 

collection tool of the dissertation study.  Creswell (2013) suggested two broad, open-

ended questions for phenomenological research: (a) What have you experienced in regard 

to the phenomenon? and (b) What situations have affected your experience of the 

phenomenon? (p. 81).  Keeping this in mind, the interview questions focused on how the 

students experienced being a member of a sexual minority at a Catholic school and how 

the school’s administrative leadership practices and policies affected that experience.  

The interview protocol is included in Appendix A.  This semi-structured open interview 

protocol served as a guide for the interviews and was not followed explicitly as a script.  

Example prompts and questions include:  

 Describe how your Catholic high school(s)—if at all—included 

discussions, lessons, or activities about different sexual orientations 

and gender identities in formal classroom settings. 

 Describe experiences from your Catholic high school(s) in which you 

were the victim of any homophobia or transphobia due to your 

perceived sexual orientation or gender identity.  How did you respond? 

How did the school respond? 

 Describe any experiences that you had yourself or witnessed in others 

which showed support from individuals within your Catholic high 

school(s) for LGBT individuals.  How did the individual manifest 

support?  In what capacity did the individual show support? 
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The researcher employed transcendental phenomenology, which focuses on 

essential meanings of experiences, to question participants about their particular 

experiences and to draw upon their responses to establish a more specific understanding 

of what being LGBT in a Catholic school entails (Phillips-Pula, Strunk, & Pickler, 2011).  

This methodology has an important place in learning more about LGBTQ+ youth.  Sousa 

and Clark (2018) identified the amplification of diverse and often marginalized voices as 

a central component of qualitative research.  While Pyett (2003) alluded to the research 

community’s occasional tendency to attempt to quantify qualitative research, it is 

important to remember the valuable reasons researchers select qualitative methodologies 

in order to describe perspectives on a situation with detailed review and study. 

Validation 

Creswell (2013) offered varying perspectives on validity of qualitative studies.  

Social science studies can be seen as an open narrative that leads to continuing questions.  

Alternatively, some qualitative practitioners have rejected the importance of validation as 

compared to the identification of important aspects of the problem or the derivation of 

likely explanations (Creswell, 2013).  Regardless, some of the strategies that Creswell 

suggested for validation were helpful in ensuring that the interview protocol 

demonstrated validity.  Prolonged engagement with the research site engenders trust 

between the participants and the researcher.  In this dissertation in practice study, the 

researcher has worked at the research site for more than a decade, and all of the 

participants knew the researcher before the study.   

Pyett (2003) identified reflexivity as an important component of validating 

qualitative research.  Reflexivity is the process through which researchers frequently 
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check in with themselves to ensure that their methods, their interpretations of data, and 

their conclusions stand up to repeated evaluation.  Pyett suggested that researchers do this 

through connection with the literature and through collaboration with the group studied.   

Member checking, which Creswell (2013) defined as “solicit[ing] participants’ 

views of the credibility of the findings and interpretations” (p. 252), is generally an 

important part of validating qualitative research.  Working with graduates who have had 

time to reflect upon their experiences in high school offered the opportunity to engage in 

member checking, ensuring that the researcher’s conclusions and analysis of their 

experiences connected to their understanding of those experiences.  Another potential 

method of promoting validity of the results from the interviews is peer debriefing; the 

researcher-author drew upon the outside opinions of members of a program cohort to 

validate the research tool.   

Data Collection Procedures 

 After the recruitment and selection of participants based on the indicated criteria, 

the study began with interviews with each participant.  Because of the nature of this 

study, the participants represented a purposeful sample as only individuals who shared 

the experience of the phenomenon (being LGBT at a Catholic school) were chosen to 

participate.   

 Participants were recruited through the purposive sampling and snowball 

sampling methods described above.  The researcher knew each participant prior to the 

study and specifically instructed each participant to think about his role as researcher as 

separate from their earlier connections.  Participant recruitment began in the spring of 

2018.  Interviews began in the summer of 2018 and were finished in January 2019.  
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Recruitment and data collection ran concurrently at some points.  Interviews were 

conducted by phone, video conference, or in person depending on the preference of the 

research participant.   

 Data analysis began immediately after each interview.  Transcripts of the 

interviews were prepared by Rev.com.  While reviewing recordings and transcripts of the 

interviews, the researcher took notes and coded participants’ responses.  Richards and 

Morse (2013) described coding as linking information.  For a phenomenological study, 

coding is a key component of determining the essence of the experience; linking 

commonalities within responses aids in the understanding and description of the 

experience.  The coding that occurred in transcript reviews was used to draw conclusions 

about the shared experiences of the students in order to understand more about the 

essential qualities of the phenomenon.  Coding occurred after the researcher read the 

transcripts and listened to the recordings of the interviews multiple times.   

 There were no legal, financial, or budgetary issues that impacted or informed the 

data collection.  

Ethical Considerations 

 Research ethics consider sexual minority individuals to be potentially vulnerable 

subject groups.  By design, this study is focused on a vulnerable subject group.  

Designing the research in such a way to ensure that participants were not victimized or 

traumatized by the process was a key ethical issue to consider.  It was important to 

consider the potential benefits of the research balanced with the potential risk to 

participants who are members of vulnerable populations (Creswell, 2013).  The potential 

benefits include greater awareness on the part of school leaders at the research site about 
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how their leadership has affected LGBTQ+ students and the potential for creating 

suggested practices for Catholic school leaders in general.  A risk for participants was the 

triggering of negative feelings as a response to recalling potentially painful memories.  

Participants were provided with ways to access crisis support systems specifically for 

LGBTQ+ individuals and were instructed to end the interview at any time they wished.   

Increased targeting because of their sexual orientation or gender identity represented 

another potential risk for the participants.  By obtaining a waiver for the written consent 

document, participants could choose to participate anonymously in the study; 

confidentiality for those who did complete the consent waiver form was a priority.   

 As the researcher was already known to each participant, other ethical 

considerations involved the pre-existing relationships between the researcher and the 

participants and the network of relationships that existed among the participant, the 

researcher, and their common institution.  Each participant was informed that the study 

was being completed outside of the researcher’s professional role and while the purpose 

of the study was to inform leadership practices at that school, the researcher had no 

professional obligations to share information with the school or to connect participants’ 

names with any information shared.  Additionally, in the professional role through which 

the participants knew the researcher, the researcher was in an authority position over the 

participants.  At the time of each interview, the researcher instructed each participant that 

his role as researcher was completely separate from the authority he had previously held 

and encouraged each participant, if comfortable, to address the researcher by first name 

instead of professional title.  In this way, the researcher minimized any concerns 

participants may have had about needing to be less than honest in their responses. 
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            Recordings and transcripts of the interviews were stored digitally on a password- 

protected device.  Handwritten notes of the transcripts were locked when not being used.  

The names of participants and the institutions involved in the study were omitted or 

changed in order to ensure confidentiality; each participant was identified only by a 

pseudonym.  A full IRB application process was conducted, utilizing an expedited review 

with minimum risk expected for participants.  Considering the vulnerable population 

status of the participants, a waiver for written documentation of consent was applied for 

and granted.  The relevant IRB documentation is included in Appendices B and C.   

Summary 

 In laying out the research questions and methodology for this study and 

describing the tools and procedures for collecting data, this chapter offers insight into the 

process undertaken to study the phenomenon of LGBT students in Catholic high schools.  

Based on data saturation and recommendations for the ideal number of participants for 

phenomenological methodology, as well as availability, six participants were selected and 

interviewed.  In the next chapter, the findings of this qualitative research will be 

presented.  
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CHAPTER FOUR: FINDINGS 

Introduction 

 Interviews with six LGBT individuals who had recently graduated from a 

Catholic high school indicated that while, as always, there are individual situations and 

understandings that create unique experiences for different people, there are many 

commonalities that are shared in how sexual and gender minority students’ lives are 

affected by being educated in Catholic schools.  While research on LGBTQ+ youth has 

increased as more youth have begun to identify as queer, a gap in research regarding 

students in Catholic schools still exists.  The purpose of this study was to describe the in-

school experiences of LGBT students at Catholic high schools.  This study was 

undertaken to address the current research gap and to learn more about the experiences of 

LGBT students in Catholic high schools in order to inform the decisions of Catholic high 

school leaders in educating LGBTQ+ students.   

 The research question which guided this study was: How does educational 

leadership behavior affect the experiences of LGBT students at a Catholic high school?  

Based on the purpose of the study to examine a shared, lived experience, a 

phenomenological approach was taken to carry out the study and to analyze the data.  

Pietkiewiecz and Smith (2014) laid out a process for analyzing data collected in a 

phenomenological study, beginning with the researcher making notes based on multiple 

readings of the data, moving to finding emergent themes in the notes, and finishing with 

the identification of relationships among the themes.  In this study, five themes emerged 

from the interviews, which spoke to the students’ experiences and offered insights into 

the students’ perceptions of how school leaders managed the interactions between the 
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institutional school and LGBT students.  These themes and the relationships among the 

themes, as identified by the researcher after semi-structured interviews with the 

participants, are presented in this chapter along with an analysis and synthesis of the data. 

Presentation of the Findings 

 The responses collected from the interviews were studied, coded, and organized 

to identify several themes that emerged from the participants’ responses.  This section 

describes the organization of the data, the participants in the study, and the themes 

extracted from their responses.  Using the responses to highlight themes that speak to the 

shared experience of being an LGBT student in a Catholic high school was the focus of 

this phenomenological study. 

Organization of the Data 

 Holton (2010) reminded researchers that coding is not an isolated aspect of 

research, separated from the data collection or drawing of conclusions, and begins even 

during the interviews.  Immediately after the conclusion of each interview, the recording 

was sent to Rev.com for transcription.  A sample transcript is included in Appendix D.  

Upon receipt of the transcripts, the researcher began reviewing them along with interview 

notes.  The researcher read through each transcript multiple times and at least once while 

listening to the recording of the interview.  Alase (2017) recommended that researchers 

read each transcript at least three times in order to get a true sense of the participants’ 

words as well as their emotional responses.  The researcher first highlighted and 

annotated key phrases and important statements from the participants’ responses; this 

process is what Charmaz (2006) termed initial coding.  Appendix E is a sample of the 

researcher’s notes.  Alase identified the first generic cycle of coding as a process of 
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creating meaningful blocks of statements from the responses.  Accordingly, after several 

readings of the transcripts and reviews of the recordings, the researcher pulled out 

responses that either seemed important to the participant’s experience or connected to the 

responses of more than one participant.  This part of the process correlated with what 

Charmaz called focused coding, which is “more directed, selective, and conceptual” (p. 

57), and what Alase defined as the second cycle, which focuses on the true meaning of 

what participants expressed.  To complete the third cycle identified by Alase – the 

category stage – the researcher physically clustered individual responses together to 

create common ideas.  Saldaña (2013) described this portion of the coding process as an 

extension of analysis in which the researcher reconnects the data after breaking it down.  

Appendix F includes a representative coding map for one of the five themes.  Through 

coding by hand, the researcher was able to “meticulously and methodologically break 

down the participants’ responses without diminishing or misrepresenting the core 

meaning of their responses” (Alase, 2017, p. 18).  Table 2 presents the five themes, the 

different subthemes, and, when appropriate, further subdivisions which arose from the 

participants’ interviews.   

Participant Characteristics 

 The participants in the study were all recent graduates of the same Catholic high 

school.  Throughout this chapter, direct quotations from the participants’ responses, 

notes, and reflections from the interviews will inform the themes outlined.  Each 

participant is identified with a pseudonym throughout.  The participants included three 

cisgender females, one cisgender male (meaning their gender identity aligns with the sex 

assigned at their birth), one agender participant (who does not identify with a gender), 
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and one non-binary transsexual participant (whose gender identity is not culturally in line 

with their assigned sex).  Two participants identify as bisexual and three identify as gay 

or lesbian.  All participants knew the researcher prior to the study and knew he is gay.  

Theme 1: Institutional Silence 

 Across all of the interviews, the most universal experience was that of the 

school’s institutional silence regarding LGBTQ+ issues.  The participants shared a view 

that in the curricula of academic courses, curricula for programming outside of the 

classroom (including residential programming and student orientation), and in diversity 

programming, the school did not adequately or clearly engage with LGBTQ+ 

information.  The participants linked this silence to outside factors, described the silence 

as present in educational and co-curricular contexts, and noted that it permeated the 

school’s relationship with LGBTQ+ students.  The participants’ responses indicated that 

even when the school did acknowledge LGBTQ+ concerns, the institutional response left 

the students feeling unsatisfied or unheard.  

Curricular silence. 

 Several participants discussed the ways that sexuality in general—and, by 

extension, non-heterosexual orientations—was not included in the academic curriculum 

of their school.  Mary indicated that sexuality was not a topic that had been discussed in 

her classes; her reflection was that, as human sexuality was not a topic discussed in her 

classes (with no sex-ed courses or the like), LGBTQ+ orientations and identities were 

generally not discussed either.  David indicated that while his textbook for Moral and 

Ethical Dilemmas included homosexuality, either by design or because of a lack of time, 

his instructor did not discuss the issue at length.  While he expressed exasperation that an 
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aspect of his identity—his non-heterosexual orientation—would even qualify for 

discussion as a “moral and ethical dilemma,” he also expressed confusion as to why the 

topic did not end up being broached in the same way as other concepts.  David could only  

Table 2 

Themes and Subthemes 

Theme Subtheme Subtheme division 
Institutional Silence Curricular silence  
 Programmatic silence  
 
Individual Support 

 
Support from individuals 
within the school 
community 

 

 Relationship between the 
institution and individual 
support 

 

 LGBT individuals within 
the school 

 

   
Catholicism and Student 
Identities 

Catholic school 
environment for LGBT 
students 

 

 Catholic teaching and what 
the school teaches 

 

 Effect of the school’s 
Catholic identity 

 

   
Fear and Negative 
Repercussions 

Fear as related to Catholic 
identity 

 

 Fear as a reflection of 
school environment  

 

 Effects of fear and the 
school environment 

 

 
School Leadership Practices 
and Policies 

 
Practices connected to the 
school’s mission 

 

 Articulation of policies  
 School groups Unapproved GSA 
  Unconditional Love 
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speculate as to the reasons why the instructor might so choose: “I think he was, I really 

don't think he wanted to argue about it, or like, have a debate about it, or do anything 

surrounding it … like he just didn't see it as necessary.”  With no explanation of why the 

topic was not treated in the same way as others, David drew his own conclusion about 

whether the class simply ran out of time or if the instructor had made a specific choice to 

treat the topic differently.   

 Clare mentioned that, while human sexuality and non-heterosexual orientations 

might be topics relevant to courses in fields such as social justice or sociology, she did 

not feel that sexuality, especially sexual orientations or gender identities that did not fall 

within cis-hetero structures, was particularly acknowledged in the school’s curriculum.  

Similarly, Rebecca responded that “there wasn't really explicit mention of like the idea of 

not being straight until I took morality class” and that, “as far as gender, I cannot 

remember a single reference to being trans, let alone non-binary.”  For several 

participants, the only explicit mention of alternate sexual orientations was in a morality 

class (the course title recently changed from Morality to Moral and Ethical Dilemmas).     

 Amana also mentioned that, in general, sexual orientation and gender identity 

were not topics which were discussed in any of her classes.  She did, however, relate a 

story from her time in the Moral and Ethical Dilemmas course.  She remembered taking a 

test that had a true or false question regarding negative outcomes for children of same-sex 

parents.  What struck her about this question was that the class had never discussed any 

information related to it; she explained that she would have remembered a discussion 

about the effects on children of having same-sex parents.  Information suggesting that 

such children experience outcomes that are better than or equal to their peers whose 
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parents are of different genders would have positively affected her, while data suggesting 

that children suffer negative outcomes because their parents are of the same gender 

would have hurt her.  The experiences that students shared and discussed in their 

interviews indicated that, outside of a few very specific courses (Morality/Moral and 

Ethical Dilemmas and, to some extent, social justice and sociology courses), students 

were not exposed to LGBTQ+ content in their coursework.   

 Programmatic silence.  

 In her interview, Clare conveyed her feeling that LGBTQ+ individuals often face 

one of two scenarios—people either explicitly express hatred toward LGBTQ+ people or 

the LGBTQ+ individuals in the environment are not acknowledged.  This second idea, 

that institutions or organizations do not do enough to recognize the unique position of 

members of the queer community, was particularly pertinent to the participants in this 

study when discussing their experience at their Catholic high school.  As Clare described 

it, “not being acknowledged and not having any experiences, anyone saying, ‘Oh yeah, 

we know there are queer students here.’ That hurt a lot, more than I think I realized at the 

time.” She was not alone in expressing how deeply the silence surrounding queerness at 

the school affected her.  

 Institutional silence—specifically as it relates to LGBTQ+ issues, queer students, 

or connected topics—was a major theme that arose out of the interviews conducted for 

this study.  Amana reflected on her time at a Catholic school, realizing that her mindset 

was influenced by experiences she had lived before attending the school, which had led 

her to believe that society as a whole was becoming more progressive in its beliefs about 

the queer community.  She had assumed that in such a cultural environment, attitudes 
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toward LGBTQ+ individuals were improving; she realized, however, that her school had 

never articulated that support for LGBTQ+ students.  As Clare put it, “I was being 

gaslighted by the school, because it didn't feel like the school was ever going to 

acknowledge that it had queer students ….  [that] they were ever going to say one way or 

another that we were there.”  In their interview, Rebecca suggested that any efforts by the 

school to speak to sexual minority students were “halfhearted efforts to … actually say 

the word ‘gay’ out loud,” and Amana reflected that, for a community that prided itself on 

supporting everyone, it was surprising to her that she had never actually heard the school 

articulate its support for LGBTQ+ students.   

 David suggested that the school addressed hot button issues reactively and that the 

school’s silence about LGBTQ+ issues was a reflection of that tendency because no 

major incident had occurred to trigger a response.  He described the students at the school 

who were out as content to go about their routines.  For Clare, the environment of silence 

felt more like the school was never going to acknowledge its queer students.  Both Mary 

and Amana described the feeling similarly—namely, that the school swept concerns or 

issues raised by LGBTQ+ students under the rug and that the school chose to ignore its 

LGBTQ+ students and pretend they were not there.  Amana went on to describe how 

frustrating the school’s stance was, because she felt that it made it harder to move 

discussions forward, to have conversations about the needs of LGBTQ+ students, or to 

put such topics into play.  If the school wants to move forward, she opined, it needs to be 

ready to have these types of discussions. 

 Participants were asked about how the school maintained its relationship with 

LGBT students.  Clare took a moment before answering; the school as an institution, 
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according to her, pretended not to have a relationship with its LGBT students.  This 

response tied in with the ideas she raised later in the interview that, while she found such 

institutional silence to be frustrating and difficult, she considered the alternative—explicit 

negativity—worse.  Nonetheless, she felt that this failure to acknowledge such a 

relationship was damaging to queer students at the school.  Rebecca went a little further 

by characterizing the relationship as subtly hostile to lesbian, gay, and bisexual students, 

while also characterizing the school as indifferent and pretending that such students did 

not exist.  Rebecca separated transgender students from non-heterosexual students in their 

response, expressing that the relationship between non-cisgender students and the school 

was an unsafe one.  Both Grace and Mary answered this question by discussing the 

individuals around them—both queer and those who were not LGBTQ+—and described 

the relationships among these individuals rather than the relationship presented by the 

school itself.  This idea of individual relationships is a theme that will be described later 

in the study.  David echoed similar concepts to those expressed by Clare: 

I have to say it doesn't really maintain much of a relationship with them …. The 

school admits that we have a very diverse population, but sometimes we don't go 

very much farther than the, the diversity being from different countries. 

Amana found the relationship between the school and its LGBT students difficult to 

characterize, because the school never specifically addressed it.  Overall, the participants 

in the study found that as an institution, the school did not have a clear or strong 

understanding of who its LGBTQ+ students were. 

 Because of this perceived institutional silence, there was an overarching 

perception that the school itself was not going to reach out to its LGBTQ+ students in 
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any active way.  While several participants acknowledged this perception as a truth, their 

reactions to it varied.  As Clare considered her perception that the school would not 

actively reach out to students, she recognized that the way students were able or unable to 

connect with others on their own would be highly indicative of how positive or negative 

their experience in the school would be.  Rebecca indicated that they did not feel 

supported by any institutions within the school; the institutional silence they experienced 

was definitive of their experience with the school.  For David and Amana, the situation 

was not quite as challenging.  Both expressed that what they perceived as institutional 

silence was disappointing, but not indicative that the school was homophobic or that the 

school environment made them uncomfortable.  Amana responded,  

I don't remember ever there being that, like a specific club that had to do with 

that, but … support through teachers and coaches and things like that.  It was 

more of like a … you knew that they were okay with it, but it was never out there. 

David indicated that if the school were proactive in reaching out, it would be better for 

LGBTQ+ students.  Clare indicated that she never had much expectation that there would 

be a lot of explicit LGBTQ+ programming, given the school’s Catholic identity.   

 Another common observation that will be developed in a later theme contributed 

greatly to this perception of institutional programmatic silence: the participants in the 

study are all connected through social media platforms on which they see their peers in 

other institutions locally and nationally involved with on-campus, in-school groups that 

seek to support LGBTQ+ students.  David acknowledged that the lack of such a group at 

the school does not in itself indicate institutional homophobia or anti-LGBTQ+ 

sentiment, but understood that many students do not know how to be supported without 
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such a group.  Mary indicated that a club or group for LGBTQ+ students may have been 

helpful during her time at the school.  Regardless of the mode of delivery, several 

participants stated that the school should be more open to discussions within the student 

body and with school leaders about issues affecting LGBTQ+ students and should look to 

normalize such discussions in the same way they do with those about cultural, racial, and 

ethnic diversity.   

The participants in the study all indicated that, through its curriculum and through 

its programming outside of the classroom, the school had failed to appropriately 

acknowledge the experience of LGBTQ+ students, address questions and issues that are 

pertinent to LGBTQ+ individuals, and educate students about LGBTQ+ experiences.  

Theme 2: Individual Support 

 As participants discussed the perceived silence of the school about its relationship 

with LGBT students, a connected theme emerged: the power of supportive individuals.  

When participants described the environment as supportive despite feeling that the school 

had not acknowledged them, they all mentioned that there were individuals—adults and 

peers—who supported them in their identities.  Throughout the interviews, participants 

highlighted these personal connections and described when and how they occurred. 

 Support from individuals within the school community. 

 A repeated theme throughout the interviews was that individuals within the school 

community were the driving factor of positive experiences for the participants.  Clare 

expressed it in this way: “when I look back on my experience, I'd say that it was 

exceptional because there were those faculty members but I don't think I ever really got 

that feeling of support from the school as an institution.”  Even when the institution, in 
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Clare’s mind, struggled to adequately address the needs of LGBTQ+ students, she 

recognized that the people involved often meant well and that individuals supported her, 

even if she did not have that sense from the school overall.  In her interview, she 

expressed that a majority of the faculty and staff of the school, in her experience, wanted 

to be and were supportive of LGBTQ+ students.  She confirmed that there were many 

individuals within the school who effected positive change in students’ lives, specifically 

as it related to perceived conflicts between a student’s LGBTQ+ identity and the Catholic 

identity of the school.   

 Rebecca expressed that there were different teachers that they identified as 

supportive.  By picking up signals in the classroom, by speaking with other LGBTQ+ 

students, and by recognizing subtle outreach from these individuals, they recognized 

which faculty and staff members would be safe for them to approach.  Grace spoke about 

taking a course with a teacher who addressed sexual orientation and gender identity 

topics clearly, openly, and positively.  She also mentioned an English teacher who 

actively reached out to students positively to ensure that they were supported.  Grace 

said:  

I knew that there were other staff members who were supportive of queer issues. I 

don't know how open a lot of them were to actually like physically talking about 

them. But I knew they weren't straight up homophobic. Which was great. 

Both Rebecca and Grace, who expressed more negative opinions about the school as an 

institution than other participants, identified several faculty and staff members who, as 

individuals, supported their experiences as students. 
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 Mary spoke about the importance of individual faculty and staff members who 

helped her address the concerns she had as she was becoming more aware of her 

orientation.  As one of the two participants in the study who had boarded, her situation 

was different from the day students’ because her day-to-day life outside of the academic 

day was also tied closely to the school and its community members.  Mary stated 

unequivocally that, as her awareness of her sexual orientation was developing through a 

series of relationships with other students at the school, she knew that there were always 

people there to support her.  Knowing that she was supported in that way, and knowing 

who the individuals were who supported her, was, as she described it, the best thing for 

her experience.  She recalled, “at the end of the first year … I ended up telling … my 

basketball coach … and then some of my dorm parents.”  She described knowing who 

was supporting her,  

because I had had conversations with them.  More my senior year just like about 

who I was.  It was a big secret, but people knew, but within the staff there was a 

good amount of people who did know, and had my back.   

For her, being able to discuss her concerns openly with adults with whom she spent much 

of her day and evening outside of classroom hours, was unquestionably important.  

 David, too, spoke passionately about the importance of individuals at the school 

who contributed to his positive experience.  In fact, when asked what caused the fear that 

he experienced early in his academic career to change to the comfort that he experienced 

as an upperclassman, his answer focused on the importance of the individual support of 

one faculty member.  He responded:  
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I can attribute it really all to one person …. And just—I was so lucky to have had 

her as a campus minister and as a teacher .… I really think for me, having that, it 

was, it was a sign that like, it's okay.  And there's nothing wrong, and that, like I 

felt like in the conversation we had about it at first, I like completely lost it.  I 

like, was sobbing, I like, didn't know what, like … And like, in that moment it 

was like, for me it was a safe experience.  For me it was like God was speaking to 

me through this teacher that it's not … And like, it really went from being terrified 

about it, to ‘It's all gonna be okay’ in a span of an hour really. 

In conversations with this individual, David came to a personal understanding that there 

need not be conflict between his religious identity as Catholic and his sexual identity as 

bisexual.  While he did also identify other adults in the community who supported him 

and helped him, it was clear throughout his interview that this particular faculty member 

had a tremendous impact on him. 

 Amana, too, spoke of the importance of faculty members whom she saw as 

supportive of LGBTQ+ students.  As the other participant in the study who had been a 

boarding student, she also specifically mentioned the impact of being on campus much 

more than day students.  As her school environment was also her home environment, she 

suggested that, in spending more time with her teachers than her peers did, she knew 

which of them were supportive, and it was, in some ways, more important that she had 

supportive adults in the school community than it was for day students.  Amana indicated 

that the close bond that arises among residential students and their residential faculty 

helped her know whom she could speak with for support.  Furthermore, she mentioned 
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that there were teachers and coaches in her life whom she knew would be supportive of 

her in her sexual orientation. 

  Relationship between the institution and individual support. 

 In her discussion about knowing that teachers, coaches, and house parents would 

be supportive of her when she needed it, Amana used phrases like “never out there,” 

“never publicly” (three times), and “low key,” (five times).  She relied on these 

expressions of support that were either subtle, coded, or indirect in order to establish 

which adults in her life could help her as she addressed her own questions and concerns.  

She also reflected that if these faculty and staff members were able to be more explicitly 

supportive, it could have been helpful to her as a student.  Other participants addressed 

this tacit nature of teacher support in their interviews as well.  Clare pointed out that the 

onus was on the students to seek out the individuals in the community who were the right 

people to help and support them.  As Rebecca described it, “I spent my time with like 

different teachers sort of doing that like queer detective work, so like you, you know, you 

figure out who's going to be okay with you as a person.”  The mental energy necessary 

for queer students to seek out their own support system in an institution in which every 

adult community member should be supportive of students was an additional burden to 

the participants. 

 Participants suggested that the reliance on individuals for support, as opposed to 

the institution, can be difficult for students.  Mary pointed out that she was fortunate to 

have close relationships with her coaches, house parents, and teachers—partially because, 

as a residential student, she spent more time at school.  She expressed concern that some 

students do not have those close relationships with teachers for a variety of reasons and 
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wondered how those students are able to access the supportive adults in the community 

with whom she was able to connect.  David expressed a dichotomy in his perception of 

institutional versus individual support.  While he found the school to be very welcoming 

and loving, he worried that “the ones struggling that are in the closet … are, are the ones 

that need support, but we don't know who they are.”  Grace framed her experienced lack 

of institutional support as a direct result of the Catholic identity of the school, explaining 

that, to her, the damaging experience of not knowing whom you could trust or rely on 

was something unique to being in a Catholic school, rooted in its identity and inextricably 

linked to Church teaching. 

 The negative implication of students identifying individuals that were supportive 

of their experiences in high school as opposed to institutional structures and strategies to 

offer support is that there are also individual faculty members who may not be supportive 

or whom students may experience as explicitly anti-LGBTQ+.  While stating that, on 

balance, more faculty were supportive, Clare identified individual adults in the 

community whom she considered to be homophobic and expressed that she did not 

always know who her allies were.  Mary and Amana described individuals whom they 

would not want to know that they were gay.  David indicated there were individuals who 

made him feel unwelcome at times, just as there were individuals who made him feel 

welcome.  Individual support replacing explicit institutionalized expression of support for 

LGBTQ+ students allows individuals who are not supportive to negatively impact the 

experiences of students who might be at higher risk for negative outcomes already.  The 

negative experiences participants described with individuals within the school is a logical 

extension of reporting positive individual experiences with little institutional voice. 
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LGBTQ+ individuals in the school. 

 Another important theme that arose from the interviews regarding individuals at 

the school was the importance of recognizing other LGBTQ+ individuals in the school.  

Of course, for many of the participants, this included spending time with and exploring 

conversations with other LGBTQ+ peers.  Several participants described a common 

experience for individuals developing awareness of a non-cisgender heterosexual 

identity: feeling that no one else shared their experiences.  Rebecca described a moment 

in their sophomore year when they heard about students and a teacher meeting quietly to 

discuss LGBTQ+ issues.  As they said,  

for some reason I held this other assumption that everyone was just inevitably 

straight, um, and it wasn't until then that I realized there were actually gay 

students and people who supported gay students there, that had been organizing 

before I had even gotten to high school, um, and that was a super interesting 

development.   

Clare described feeling isolated at first at her school, but this began to change as she 

approached her senior year and became more aware of other queer students.  Grace 

described queer-dominated spaces in which she felt that her experience became much 

more positive because she knew there were others like her and they shared solidarity in 

similar experiences.  For David, Amana, Clare, and Mary, having friends who were also 

LGBTQ+ was important and helpful because they were able to support one another, share 

their feelings, and help one another when needed.  Each participant indicated that the 

presence of and friendship with other LGBTQ+ students improved their experience at the 

school.  The presence of other LGBTQ+ students was particularly poignant for Amana, 
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who used a speech that all students must present to the school in their senior year to 

discuss her sexual orientation: “the one thing I learned was like I think I realized it after I 

gave my [speech], but how many more people are in the same shoes as I was.”  She 

described peers coming up to her after the speech and thanking her for helping them; this 

experience made her realize that she was not alone in the school. 

 Also important in terms of representation, specifically with regards to having 

adults in the community to support them, was the presence of LGBTQ+ adults at the 

school.  Every participant had known, while at the school, that the primary researcher 

was openly gay in the school community.  Clare described feeling a lot better when she 

realized that the researcher was gay, knowing that even making eye contact with him 

during certain events or at certain times could be an expression of support from someone 

whom she felt understood her experience.  Rebecca said that it aided their coming to 

terms with themself in the context of the Catholic school.  Grace said that the presence of 

the researcher (and others) was beneficial simply because it was nice to see queer people 

who did really well at their jobs.  For Mary, coming out at the Catholic school was easier 

because of the presence of LGBTQ+ adults.  She came out first to her coach, a lesbian, 

and later to the researcher; it might have been harder to start the coming out process with 

someone straight, she reflected.  Both Mary and Grace pointed out that knowing the 

Catholic school would hire and employ openly LGBTQ+ individuals was really 

important to their experiences.  For Amana, Mary, and David, hearing LGBTQ+ teachers 

discuss their own orientations and identities and knowing that there were adults in the 

community who understood what they were going through was powerful and helpful.  All 

of the participants agreed that the presence of LGBTQ+ adults in the community 
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improved their experience, lessened concerns or fears that they had, and offered them 

support in ways that the institution itself had not done programmatically.  

Theme 3: Catholicism and student identities 

 In conducting the interviews with the participants, it was important to understand 

how their experiences at a Catholic school were unique from the experiences of LGBTQ+ 

students at public schools, non-religious private schools, or private schools connected 

with other religious traditions.  One interesting idea that emerged from the interview with 

Amana was the power that religion holds even outside of the school, especially the global 

social, political, and cultural importance the Catholic Church has held through history 

and continues to hold.  The participants in these interviews shared their understanding of 

Church teaching, how they came to those understandings, and how the Catholic school 

environment influenced their school experiences. 

 Catholic school environment for LGBT students. 

 Each participant mentioned personal conflicts they experienced as LGBT students 

in a Catholic school.  For some of them, specific moments were challenging, and for 

others, concerns and worries arose from the theoretical underpinnings that color the 

meeting point of Catholic teaching and individual identity.  David, who began 

questioning his sexual orientation the summer before his freshman year, wondered: “is 

the Catholic school gonna make me feel less of myself?”  This fear that he would have to 

compromise one aspect of his identity (his sexual orientation) in order to accommodate 

another facet (his religious identity as a Catholic at a Catholic school) spoke to a 

conception of himself that he was continuing to develop and that caused a specific 

anxiety.  For Mary, the process was a little different, as she began more consciously 
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developing an understanding of her sexual orientation while she was already at the 

school.  She remembered coming out to her coach: “I literally said, one of the things was, 

‘I go to a Catholic school, how are we supposed to … ’”  Both participants described an 

experience unique from those of students in other types of schools. 

 Other participants described their understanding of what it meant to be LGBT in a 

Catholic school in even stronger terms.  As Rebecca expressed it, “even if an individual 

Catholic school did do everything in its power to be welcoming toward a more diverse 

group of students, um, Catholic doctrine would still haunt whatever they did.”  Grace, 

too, spoke about the school’s Catholic identity in terms of its LGBT students, recalling: 

realizing that the very fabric the school is composed of, is not built to support 

you.  It's not built to include you and make you feel safe.  You definitely feel 

ostracized …. and [it] made you feel like you weren't a valued part of the 

community because of your sexual orientation … the school itself and what it 

stood for meant that I wasn't really included.   

She attributed these feelings to the Catholic teaching of the school, which made her feel 

unvalued as an individual due to her orientation.   

 The school’s Catholic identity was acknowledged by other participants as posing 

challenges.  Amana detailed the process she underwent in order to discuss her orientation 

in her speech to the entire school.  Because of the school’s Catholic identity, she was 

afraid she may not be allowed to deliver the speech as she wanted, especially as the 

speech would be delivered in the school’s chapel.  Each student is assigned one of several 

faculty mentors to work with them on their speech.  After being initially assigned a 

mentor, Amana requested to be switched to the Associate Head of School, knowing that 
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there may be some question about whether or not she would be able to deliver her speech 

and thus wanting to work with one of the school’s highest administrators from the start.  

Similarly, David remembered the Assistant Head of School and Dean of Students 

remarking that any institutional support for LGBT students may progress slowly because 

the school is Catholic.  Despite most of the participants identifying as Catholic 

themselves, the school’s Catholic identity and the effects of that identity posed a 

challenge for many of the participants. 

 Catholic teaching and what the school teaches. 

 Each of the participants came to the school with different backgrounds of Catholic 

teaching.  Five of the participants identified themselves or their families as being 

connected to the Catholic tradition, with some attending Catholic elementary schools 

before attending a Catholic high school.  Because of these differences in backgrounds, 

participants’ understandings of Catholic teaching regarding sexual orientation and 

identity were different.  Rebecca stated that they learned about the teachings of the 

Catholic Church primarily through their course in biblical theology, and Amana said that 

the school played the single biggest role in her understanding of the Catholic faith and the 

Church’s teachings.  Going into high school, Grace had learned that gay people could not 

go to heaven.  Mary remembered that she had been taught that being gay was wrong, 

according to the Catholic Church, but also commented that in her experience, many 

people do not agree with the Church on this issue.  Clare expressed a unique viewpoint, 

formed by her own experiences and those of her family.  While she considers herself 

Catholic, and her family is Catholic as well, because of her interest in history and her 

mother’s profession as a historian, she expressed that the Church’s history leads her to 
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consider its teaching authority skeptically; therefore, she weighs what she knows to be 

true against what she perceives the Church’s interests to be.  These disparate backgrounds 

affected the ways that students articulated the Church’s teachings and their experiences 

with the school’s sharing of these teachings.  

 The Catholic Church’s teaching that homosexual orientation in itself is not sinful 

but intrinsically disordered and that homosexual acts are sinful was articulated by several 

of the participants.  Rebecca, Grace, and David all, in some formulation, stated this 

teaching to be their understanding of the Church’s position.  Rebecca perhaps put it most 

succinctly when they said, “you can feel gay …, but if you act on it, you’ve sinned.”  

They also clearly expressed their understanding of the Church’s teaching on gender 

identity to be that if God made you one way, you should not change that.  Amana 

described the Church teaching as very binary—that women and men are meant to be 

together, and there is nothing else to consider.  Mary was one of the participants who 

most clearly framed her understanding of Church teaching through the lens of marriage, 

focusing on what a Catholic, as expressed to her, should do: get confirmed so that you 

can get married in the Church.  David recognized that one reason the Church teaches that 

homosexual acts are sinful is because they occur outside of marriage, and Grace 

commented on the idea that same-gender marriage is not sanctioned in the Church.   

 Several of the participants also iterated their understanding that the Church 

teaches love for all people, of all sexual orientations and gender identities, and that Jesus 

himself stood for the love of all.  David focused heavily on his experience with the 

Church’s teaching of love and acceptance for all people.  When he discussed his 

experience with the campus minister who was the most important example of individual 
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support at his school, he described her as the most tangible representation of God’s love 

he had experienced.  Grace, too, mentioned that the Church teaches love and respect for 

all people, but she spent some time contrasting this with teachings about sexuality that, in 

her experience, did not demonstrate respect for the fullness of all people. 

 Grace was one of several participants who described instances in which they were 

taught troubling or disturbing information in their courses.  She mentioned being taught 

that gay people are, by their nature, more promiscuous than non-gay individuals; that gay 

people are perverted; and that being gay was the result of past childhood sexual trauma.  

Aside from this, she mentioned that there were courses, such as Morality, in which the 

teacher presented information that was, in her understanding, biased, outdated, or 

inaccurate.  Clare also mentioned information that had been presented to her about non-

heterosexual orientations that came from studies that had been discredited or disproven.  

She explained that this inaccurate information encouraged the skepticism about Church 

teaching that had been developed in her family experience. 

 Several participants reported that the way sexual orientation was presented in 

morality class included a debate about the validity of such orientations.  Grace 

characterized the debates as follows:  

I think those were some pretty terrible debates.  My instructor would always 

present evidence before a debate, but in this case one study that he referenced 

[had] been disproven.  So it just kind of started off the debate in an uncomfortable 

way.  And I remember sitting next to another queer student in the classroom and I 

just wanted to cry.  It was horrible,  just kind of weird to sit there and have people 

debate your identity in front of you. 
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Rebecca described a similar experience in morality class, which they said would have 

been more hurtful to them if it had not been so, in their view, absurd.  They expressed 

that it felt really isolating to have their personal morality and identity debated right in 

front of them.  When Clare and Grace mentioned material that was incorrect or 

discredited, it came from the same morality course.  The true or false quiz question about 

the suitability of same-sex parents that was highlighted by Amana was also in this course.  

David expressed frustration that sexual orientation would even be a potential topic of 

discussion framed as an ethical dilemma in the Moral and Ethical Dilemmas course.  

Clare pointed out that, in a course where a teacher was presenting biased or incorrect 

information, the discussions became more politically and emotionally charged for her and 

that it was scary for her to talk about these topics in class.  She also expressed that she 

never felt truly comfortable talking about LGBTQ+ issues in class, but that the tenor of 

such discussions really depended on the class in which the issues were being discussed 

and who the teacher was.  Mary described discussions in her social justice course which 

were specifically designed not to be debates.  The teacher of that course sought to create 

a discussion about important aspects of sexual orientation and gender identity without 

setting up an adversarial atmosphere, but rather a roundtable discussion where no student 

was trying to convince other students or win an argument.   

 The effects of the school’s Catholic identity. 

 It is not surprising that the participants all described intense experiences as LGBT 

students with the Catholic structures, teachings, and representatives present in the school.  

Mary never had a course with the priest who taught many of the morality courses, but she 

reported that she had heard that he was actively homophobic and she was therefore 
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reluctant for him to find out about her sexual orientation.  For the same reason, she 

indicated that she would not want anyone who worked in the Campus Ministry office to 

know about her orientation.  Mary’s perception contrasts starkly with the experience of 

Campus Ministry that David provided in his interview.  He described always being made 

to feel welcome in Campus Ministry, not only by the director with whom he had a close 

relationship but by all the office’s staff members.  

 As Clare was framing her description of her experience as a bisexual student at a 

Catholic school, she reflected that it could have been much worse.  She expressed that, 

while she did feel disappointed and frustrated by a school environment that was never 

explicitly supportive of her identity, her overall experience was not negative, “and if it 

was negative it could've been so much more negative and so much more damaging.”  Her 

concern, based on her understanding of global Church teaching and her awareness of 

situations in other Catholic schools, was that students may be expelled from the school 

for being openly LGBTQ+.  Amana, however, echoed Clare’s frustration with the 

seeming ambiguity of the school’s position.  For her, it seemed more difficult for 

individual teachers to be supportive of LGBTQ+ students if the school as a whole, from 

the top down, did not express similar explicit support.   

 Several of the participants reflected on the effects of the curriculum on students as 

well.  Grace expressed concern for students from religious families, particularly 

conservative Catholic families, who may be receiving messages at home that are not 

affirming.  She worried that those students might be increasingly at risk for many of the 

negative outcomes described in the literature review, especially if they experienced the 

curriculum of the school as institutionalizing a message of non-affirmation.  She 
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expressed that the school’s curriculum did, in fact, leave some students feeling that the 

school, as an institution, was homophobic due to what was present and what was absent 

in its academic program.  Clare, too, expressed a similar concern: while she was raised in 

a religious family and was able to separate some Church teachings from her experience, it 

was not clear to her that others would always be able to do the same thing.  There was a 

sense of irony in the reflections that Grace shared in her interview.  She pointed out that 

many of the students she knew to be LGBTQ+ were actively involved in the Catholic 

ministries of the school, including Mass and retreats.  After graduating from high school, 

she realized that her active participation was a manifestation of her seeking penance, and 

when she acknowledged how harmful that feeling had been to her, she separated from the 

Church and continues to speak with a therapist about how the Church affected her.   

Theme 4: Fear and Negative Repercussions 

 The most common and most powerful theme that arose from the interviews was 

the fear that the participants experienced during their time in high school.  At one point in 

her interview, Mary reflected that, although her experience at the school was generally 

positive, she was “just more scared than anything.”  She described frequently hearing 

negative comments from her peers about LGBTQ+ individuals in the school and in pop 

culture; these comments contributed to her fear about being openly gay in her school 

community.  Clare remembered that there were “a lot of moments through my sophomore 

year where I just had these moments of panic.”  The other participants also expressed 

similar feelings; being afraid or scared came up in every interview.  Grace was not only 

afraid for herself, but for others as well.  When asked if she wished LGBTQ+ faculty and 

staff had been more open about their identities, she expressed that she would have been 
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concerned for their well-being and for their safety if they had been more open.  She 

recognized, upon reflection, that there may not have been any clear danger, but she 

iterated the feeling that the fear itself was enough to negatively affect her.   

 Fear as related to Catholic identity. 

For several participants, the concept of fear was related to the school’s Catholic 

identity.  They were afraid to be out; they were afraid that they would be rejected by 

peers, teachers, or the institution; and they were afraid of the negative repercussions they 

may face for being open about their identities.  While he did not have a label for it at the 

time, coming into high school, David knew he was different and was anxious about what 

that would mean for him as a student at a Catholic school.  Mary expressed an explicit 

connection between her fear and the school’s Catholic identity.  In the early steps of her 

coming out process, she expressed this fear to herself and to individuals with whom she 

shared her sexual orientation.  For Clare, navigating her sexual orientation in the space of 

a Catholic school was “very, very scary” because the environment was so unpredictable 

for her due to the school’s inconsistent messaging and the knowledge that, while some 

individuals supported her in her identity, others would not. 

Most of the participants expressed fear of coming out and being out at the school, 

and many linked their fear partly or wholly to the Catholic identity of the school.  For 

Mary, the school’s Catholic identity was a very present factor in her life.  She indicated 

that she was very afraid because of her belief that, if she were out, the people at the 

school would hate her because of their own and the institution’s Catholicism.  For her, 

this internalized understanding of how Catholic teaching would influences adherents’ 

responses to her was a pervasive experience of her Catholic education.  When she was 
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inadvertently outed during her senior year, her first reaction was one of fear and panic; it 

freaked [her] out.”  “Freaked out” is the same language that Grace used to describe how 

she felt when she realized that many people knew or assumed her to be queer.  Amana, 

inadvertently outed, described how scary that moment was; she remembered feeling 

frozen in her chair, unable to move to her next class.  David expressed that he was afraid 

to come out at a Catholic school and Clare said that being at a Catholic school magnified 

her fears about being out.  Rebecca said that it would have been “so scary” to talk to 

anyone at the school about their preferred pronouns and did not come out with their 

gender identity until after they graduated from the school.  For every participant in the 

study, fear was to some extent a defining characteristic of their experience of being an 

LGBT student at a Catholic high school.  

Fear as a reflection of school environment. 

A common experience that participants described was that, to their knowledge, 

they themselves were not the targets or victims of any direct anti-LGBTQ+ language, 

bullying, or discrimination; however, they had frequently heard anti-LGBTQ+ language 

used about others.  While Clare, as a bisexual student, considered that she may have 

benefited from perceived heterosexuality because she had a long-term boyfriend in high 

school, she expressed that she was never the victim of explicit homophobic acts or 

language.  However, others who did not have the benefit of perceived heterosexuality 

shared the same experience.  Rebecca, who did not openly identify as agender in high 

school, presented as gender non-conforming, but recalled that they did not experience any 

sort of anti-LGBTQ+ targeting in their time at the school.  Grace responded that she had 

never had any negative experiences directed at her due to her sexuality or gender identity, 
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and David clearly expressed that he had never been the victim of any blatant homophobia 

at the school.  Mary could not think of any negative experience she had had due to her 

sexuality and expressed that she never had homophobic slurs directed at her, even after 

her being outed.  Amana, too, recalled no negative responses when she was outed or after 

her senior speech about the experience. Reflecting on her the incident that outed her, she 

recalled:  

I wouldn't say it was any sort of like attack or ... there wasn't much negative 

impact on myself, not even the fact that people were kind of like surprised.  I 

would never say that it was ever to a point where it was people being homophobic 

or things like that.    

Clare went so far as to say that she could not remember experiencing any incident where 

a student was specifically and directly targeted for being gay.   

Other participants agreed with Clare that their peers did not specifically direct 

homophobic language at students or target students with anti-LGBTQ+ actions, but 

described an atmosphere in which anti-LGBTQ+ language was used fairly casually.  

Grace described an environment of pervasive, but never direct, homophobic language 

that created an unsafe feeling for her and other LGBTQ+ students.  She recalled hearing 

the word “faggot” and students using the expression, “no homo,” with frequency.  Clare, 

David, and Mary all described specific incidents in which they heard the word “gay” used 

as an insult to someone, regardless of that person’s perceived sexual orientation.  For 

example, Clare described a scene in which a classmate was wearing pink shorts and his 

friends made fun of him, telling him, “That’s so gay.”  Clare did not think he was gay or 

that his friends thought he was.  Mary and David were able to identify similar situations. 
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Another common experience identified by the participants was conversations that 

occurred behind a student’s back targeting their perceived sexual orientation.  While 

Mary asserted that she never witnessed such an incident, “where it was like, ‘Oh, you’re 

gay, you suck,’” she did describe a regular occurrence that she experienced.  In a social 

area of the school designated for seniors, a younger student would often stop by to visit 

with friends who were seniors.  As Mary described it, “People knew that he was gay, but 

they had to go to the extreme to just point it out about him every single time that he 

walked in the room: ‘He's too, so flamboyant’ or something like that.”  Rebecca 

described similar incidents with a different student whose extracurricular activities 

coincided with common gay stereotyping.  As with Mary’s example, they said that 

students would never directly target this individual, but would joke about him and 

comment on his perceived femininity behind his back.  They described these types of 

comments as being expressed in such a way that they were subtle enough to be deniable.  

Clare offered that these conversations would happen about public figures as well, and 

Mary described negative comments she heard about Caitlyn Jenner during her public 

transition.  Grace shared that there were conversations she heard about LGBTQ+ 

teachers, often when students were unhappy with the teachers, which she found 

disturbing as they focused negatively on the sexual activity of these faculty members.  

Most of the participants described hearing negative conversations about LGBTQ+ 

individuals, but these were infrequently, if at all, openly directed toward the LGBTQ+ 

students involved.  

Participants described times within the academic environment which created 

negative experiences with peers.  Mary described a moment where she felt distressed:   
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In the social justice class, when we were having that discussion, about gay 

marriage and stuff, I was in there with all straight guys and none of them knew 

that I was gay, but I had such a strong opinion on “Everyone is equal.” … There 

were a couple of them that were, “No, if my child is gay, I'll have a problem with 

that,” or, “You have a choice to choose if you want to be gay or not.”  So I got up 

out of the classroom, not because they were targeting me, but just because I knew 

that I was gay, it just made my heart sink and I was like, holy crap. So I got up out 

of class and I just walked down to [my coach’s] office and I had [her] text [the 

teacher] 'cause I was just, “I cannot, I truly cannot stay in there any longer.”  That 

was the only one.  I wasn't a victim of it; it was just a discussion that I could not 

be there for, because these kids were talking about how … like we have a choice.   

Grace described how the classroom debates that several respondents mentioned revealed 

peers who were, in her words, “anti-gay people.”  In their completion of the debate 

assignments, students whose anti-homosexual rhetoric became virulent or heated caused 

LGBTQ+ students to experience feelings of fear and discomfort.  For Grace, this sort of 

experience, as well as the pervasive negative associations with the use of the word “gay” 

and other such expressions in students’ vernacular were examples of students who are not 

meaning to be hurtful but are contributing to a negative environment. 

Amana was able to remember one time where social media was used to target a 

student based on perceive sexual orientation.  While she did not remember the details, she 

did recall that the incident occurred and the school’s administration responded 

appropriately and quickly.  While there was, according to Mary, not a strong culture of 

peers calling each other out for anti-LGBTQ+ language, she remembered one time, after 
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she had been outed, when her friends questioned classmates’ use of such language.  

Clare, too, expressed that she had friends who had told her they had called out a 

classmate due to their choice of words.  David was frustrated by the pervasiveness of 

such language, describing peers who were personally supportive to him and other 

LGBTQ+ students, but who would then casually use language—such as the seemingly 

ubiquitous “gay” used to mean something negative—that was hurtful.   

The participants differed in terms of their experiences with adults in the 

community intervening when anti-LGBTQ+ language occurred.  As Amana mentioned in 

her interview, when adults in the community became aware of anti-LGBTQ+ victimizing 

of a student on social media, there was a response.  It was this incident, too, that sparked 

the Head of School to address the whole community and explicitly mention sexual 

orientation—a moment that many participants mentioned in their interviews and which 

will be discussed later in this chapter.  David mentioned a specific incident in which a 

classmate used anti-LGBTQ+ language to which David was going to respond.  “I guess 

my response time does just not compare to [my teacher’s] because I've never seen 

someone pounce so quickly on someone using that word,” he laughingly recalled.  

However, it was Grace’s experience that teachers had, on more than one occasion, heard 

anti-LGBTQ+ language and chosen to ignore it.  The community’s response to the use of 

such language seems to be an extension of its conflicted conversations about LGBTQ+ 

students—reliant on individuals and experienced unevenly by students. 

Effects of fear and the school environment. 

The participants experienced a high school environment that, while often 

perceived as positive (although to varying degrees), induced fear, caused anxiety, and 
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affected the students’ well-being during high school and afterwards.  Grace disclosed that 

her experiences as a Catholic LGBTQ+ student at a Catholic high school have had lasting 

impacts.  She felt guilt about what she perceived to be conflicting identities and spent a 

lot of time volunteering for her church and for church-related activities at the school in 

order to do penance.  She has stopped attending church for the time being, because she 

realized how damaging the concept of doing penance was for her mental health.  She now 

regularly sees a therapist to work through how this conflict affected her.  Rebecca pointed 

out that they are still, three years after graduating, learning how hard they had to work in 

high school, how much mental energy they spent keeping their identity inside, and how 

much that has affected them.   

Participants shared feeling hurt by their school, feeling sadness in their school 

encounters, and feeling emotionally unwell during their time at the school.  Clare 

expressed that the way she experienced a heteronormative environment hurt her, as did 

the casual use of homophobic language, including “faggot” and other slurs.  Grace shared 

that the school’s curriculum, mostly experienced as negative when it mentioned 

LGBTQ+ issues at all, as well as the perceived institutional silence contributed to her and 

other students’ poor mental health and conceptions of self-worth.  While queer students 

found strength in each other, Grace described the ways that this inward-looking form of 

support among LGBTQ+ peers could be damaging as well.  She had heard peers describe 

suicidal thoughts or express fear that their religious parents would not accept them 

because of their orientation or gender identity.  Other queer students were there for these 

peers, but at a mental cost to themselves.  Without clearly defined institutional structures 

to help these students, negative emotions and experiences increased.  
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The silence with which the participants characterized the institution was, for 

them, a leading factor in many of these negative effects that remained even after their 

high school experience.  Rebecca explained that, at their high school, they did not have 

the opportunity to develop their sexual orientation or gender identity at the same time as 

their peers.  Because they felt unable to live completely openly, they did not have the 

ability to develop the number or depth of romantic relationships that they consider a 

hallmark of adolescent development.  When they experienced their first relationship in 

college, it felt to them like it had to be much more serious and at a more advanced level 

than a first relationship might normally be.  This inability to develop at the same time as 

their peers was damaging to Rebecca.  Amana expressed that she experienced the 

school’s silence to be really challenging when she was discovering herself.  For LGBTQ+ 

students who are developing their identities, it is common to project meaning onto what 

is not said by those around them, and in a Catholic school, many of the participants 

projected disapproval onto that silence.  According to Clare, “even now I struggle to see 

queer role models and I struggle to picture myself in a long-term relationship with 

another woman because it just was never there for me.”  The effects of these participants’ 

experiences in a Catholic high school continued after their graduations.     

Theme 5: School Leadership Practices and Policies 

 In the interviews, participants shared their views on the school’s leaders and their 

leadership practices regarding LGBTQ+ issues and the school.  As mentioned earlier, one 

participant responded that the individual school, no matter what the leaders might try 

would be unable to make progress until the global Catholic Church addressed its 

positions on sexual and gender minority individuals.  Other responses indicated a sort of 
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ambiguity or differing perspectives among the participants about school leaders’ beliefs 

and practices.  Nonetheless, many of the participants attributed the school environment to 

the culture created by school leaders. 

 Practices connected to the school’s mission.  

 In responses, participants expressed that there were leadership practices that 

occurred that connected their experience to the mission of the school.  David’s experience 

with the Director of Campus Ministry is an example of that positive embodiment of the 

mission which references Catholic tradition and compassion. While he recalled feeling 

concern that his identity would cause conflict at a Catholic school, his experience with 

the director was one of love and concern.  He described the director as someone who 

personifies God’s love in his life.  For David, the director “was the one that really helped 

me understand what the Church sees … through showing me how a good Catholic lives 

their life, and how a good Catholic teaches others.”  It is clear that David’s positive 

relationship with this individual tremendously influenced how he experienced the Church 

during his time at this Catholic school. 

 The Director of Campus Ministry was not the only administrator to treat students 

with the compassion mentioned in the school’s mission.  Mary mentioned the Assistant 

Dean of Students both as a classroom teacher and as a supportive individual to whom she 

could go when she needed.  Mary’s experiences with her were extremely positive; in a 

class where she felt uncomfortable because of her classmates’ comments about sexual 

orientation, she felt supported in stepping out of the class and taking time in the Assistant 

Dean’s office to recover.  Similarly, she was sitting in the Assistant Dean’s class when 

she was outed and described the Assistant Dean’s response as similarly supportive and 
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extremely helpful during an anxiety inducing experience.  For both David and Grace, as 

well, she was their clearest and strongest ally; they knew that she was, more than any 

other single individual in the administration, trying to push the school’s programming 

and culture toward greater understanding of the LGBTQ+ students in the school 

community.   

 When preparing for her senior speech, Amana requested to work with the 

Associate Head because she was the highest-level administrator who served as one of the 

four senior speech mentors assigned to students.  She knew that her topic might be 

sensitive and wanted to work with the Associate Head from the beginning instead of 

another mentor involving the Associate Head at a later stage.  Amana described her work 

with the Associate Head as very affirming and an extremely positive experience.   

I worked with, um, [the Associate Head] who was pretty high up in our 

community in the school in general.  Um, when she gave me permission, it was 

kind of like I just took it and ran.  And we worked on it.  We did a lot of drafts 

because she understood the importance of it and how much I wanted to get it right 

and say the right things … It is a big deal being kind of the first to bring it up and 

bring it into conversation on a student, and in such a public light.  So, once I 

started working on that, I kind of understood, like I said before, the support that 

was never explicitly there, but like once I started working on that with her, that 

was like my reassurance that it was, hey this is cool.  So I think that that's that 

kind of shaped my personal opinion of how much support the school actually did 

give me personally, and I think that's why my story made me wanna do 

something.  And she definitely was extremely supportive with it and we worked 
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through multiple drafts just to try to get it right.  And that was never someone that 

I even had thought of that being involved in that situation before that, so I think 

that was really cool to have that experience as well. 

The mission of the school indicates that students will be educated with a dedication to 

building character with integrity.  Through her senior speech, Amana challenged herself 

to share a difficult experience while talking openly about the fullness of her experience; 

the speech was a true marker of character and integrity for Amana.  Her experience with 

the Associate Head of School, who helped her to write her senior speech in a way that 

was authentic to herself, was positive.  Amana described the Associate Head as practicing 

leadership in a way that connected Amana with the school’s mission.   

 Articulation of policies. 

 The participants also expressed uncertainty and ambiguity about actions taken and 

policies expressed by the school’s administrative leaders.  Some participants described 

specific events that they knew of personally or had heard about through friends, and 

others expressed their perceptions about the administrators’ actions.  The interplay of 

written and unwritten rules, school culture, student assumptions, and administrator 

perception created an environment where the participants’ experiences were varied and 

sometimes contradictory. 

 Probably reflecting a view common to most students, the participants expressed 

uncertainty and ambiguity about school policies.  For example, Clare asserted that, in her 

time at the school, the administration changed its policy in order to allow students of the 

same gender to attend school dances, such as prom, together.  Grace, however, viewed 

school policy regarding dances with greater nuance, describing a culture where students 
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believed queer couples could not attend dances although the school had never expressed 

this as a rule:  

It was generally believed, even though it was never a concrete rule that like … 

queer couples couldn't go to prom .… Everybody thought was true. And even 

though it wasn't, that just kind of reflected how the school talks about those 

issues.   

The specific issue of prom dates demonstrated to Grace how students project their own 

assumptions about the school’s positions when the school does not proactively and 

explicitly express its positions.  Amana’s original hesitation that she would not be able to 

discuss her sexuality in her senior speech reflects that same uncertainty about school 

policies.  Amana’s experience could have been completely different if she had not 

proactively sought out the opportunity.  

I was nervous that I wasn't even going to be allowed to even speak about this. 

And I think that, that speaks towards the idea of LGBTQ and the Catholic 

community because I was even nervous, am I even allowed to say, stand on the 

stage at the chapel and even say these words?  Is that even going to be okay?  

A common experience from the participants was the perception that the school’s 

ambiguity about LGBTQ+ students was frustrating and disappointing.  

Almost every participant described a particular moment when the Head of School 

used the phrase “sexual orientation” for the first time in one of his messages to the full 

school.  Their responses to that moment seemed to reflect a micro-generational difference 

within the school community at that time in that upperclassmen experienced this moment 

with skepticism while younger students heard a hopeful message.  Rebecca, Grace, and 
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Mary were seniors when the Head of School addressed sexual orientation at a morning 

meeting.  Rebecca described the moment as “sort of weird outreach,” with which they 

were not impressed.  They felt that, at this point, it was simply lip service to the 

LGBTQ+ students and was not substantive.  At the same time, they expressed hope for 

the younger students in the room, hoping that it would reflect a cultural shift in the school 

from which those students could benefit.  They also described their immediate response 

as one of surprise that the Head of School would mention it and a feeling that opening the 

door on it would result in controversy.  Grace was not at the gathering where the 

mentioning of orientation had occurred, but she heard about it almost immediately:  

I was actually taking an AP® exam.  But I remember somebody saying that our 

Head of School had said that the school was open to all people of different sexual 

orientations or something like that.  And I know so many people in that school 

who thought that was a joke. Who laughed.  Not out of a malice, but out of, “This 

is kind of bullshit.” 

For David, younger than Grace and Rebecca, the experience was different.  As a 

sophomore at the time, he experienced the moment differently from either Grace or 

Rebecca.  One possible reason for this difference may be exactly what Rebecca had 

hoped for when they said that they hoped the moment would create a more welcoming 

environment for younger students than what they had experienced personally.  For David, 

this moment did change the school environment; it created momentum for change in his 

perception.  He remembers his peers expressing surprise that the Head of School had said 

explicitly that the school supports students no matter their sexual orientation, and while 

he was dismayed that the Head of School’s statement should be seen as so surprising, he 
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did not recall any negative responses to the Head of School doing so.  He remembered 

heading straight from the meeting to the office of the Director of Campus Ministry, 

energized to take the moment and move forward with action, precisely as Rebecca 

expressed hope would happen.   

  School groups. 

 The idea of groups was an important one for participants.  Most participants 

mentioned one of two groups on campus that characterized their experiences of the 

school.  Several participants mentioned an unapproved (GSA) that either had occurred 

before they were students at the school or had ended before they were aware of it.  

Additionally, most participants mentioned a separate school group, officially created and 

run by the school, called Unconditional Love.  Because many students see other schools 

that have GSAs or affinity groups for LGBTQ+ students, the absence of such groups at 

this school was a defining characteristic for many of them.  David commented that 

students often do not know what to do or how to process experiences without a group, but 

also that there are other ways for students to move forward without a group.  There is a 

conflict between what the participants experienced and what the school hoped to 

accomplish that is present in many of the participants’ responses. 

 Unapproved GSA. 

 In their interview, Rebecca described a moment in their sophomore year during a 

spring break trip with the school when the student they were sitting next to on the bus 

described an underground GSA that students and an English teacher had started but 

which, by this time, had been disbanded.  It introduced Rebecca to the idea that there 

were queer students at the school.  Not only did it excite them that the group had existed,  
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but also someone who was ostensibly straight … so enthusiastic about the 

underground GSA, and so passionate about keeping some aspect of it alive even 

though it had been formally said, “You can't exist.”  Hearing someone speak so 

enthusiastically about something that affected me but didn’t affect them, 

especially in the context of the Catholic school was really, really paradigm 

shifting, especially because it was around that time that I was questioning my 

gender. 

Grace, who was in the same class year as Rebecca, described the closeted GSA of which 

she also had never been a part.  The English teacher who had run it with students 

described it to her, saying that it was not technically allowed by the school and that it had 

been running its meetings in a closet.  Clare and David, both younger than Rebecca and 

Grace mentioned that they had also heard about the earlier existence of a GSA.  They 

used words like “covert” to describe it and David stated that the school had “shut it 

down.”   

 Mary did not mention the GSA in her interview, possibly because she had not 

known of it.  However, as she reflected on her experience she thought that the GSA 

model would have been helpful to have had and would still be helpful at the school.  Like 

many colleges, the college she currently attends has a center for LGBTQ+ students.  

While Mary is not a member, her experience with its presence on campus seemed to 

spark interest for her and she suggested it would be helpful for the school to have the 

same type of organization.  David suggested that the lack of a GSA at the school did not 

reflect anti-LGBTQ+ sentiment to him, but also indicated that there are many students for 

whom such a group would be beneficial. 
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 Unconditional Love. 

 Many participants mentioned the school’s initiative, implemented through the 

Campus Ministry office, to live out the school’s mission and Catholic values through a 

program called Unconditional Love.  David’s experience with Unconditional Love came 

after the Head of School’s speech mentioning sexual orientation.  In his conversations 

with the Director of Campus Ministry, he came to understand the program’s history.  He 

explained, as related to him by the director, that a faculty group had been meeting to 

discuss diversity at the school, including issues affecting LGBTQ+ students.  The idea 

was to support and promote a schoolwide message of unconditional love that applied to 

all students and faculty.  The program intended to reach out generally to those in any 

group that felt marginalized, that experienced the school through a minority lens, or that 

felt separated from the school’s mission because of their identity.   

 Mary, who never participated in meetings or programming of Unconditional Love 

expressed that the school was definitely trying to show they supported all students, 

including LGBTQ+ students through the open discussions about identity.  Clare 

described Unconditional Love as a social justice group that was connected to LGBT 

issues among others.  As David mentioned, the group was opened to students after the 

Head of School’s speech; David described LBGTQ+ students who were eager to continue 

the conversation, and Grace mentioned that she was interested when she found out about 

the group because she heard it would discuss queer issues.  Rebecca also described 

attending a meeting as a senior where students, the Assistant Head of School and the 

Chaplain, a priest, discussed supporting diverse student identities.  Ultimately, the ways 

in which the participants described Unconditional Love are reflective of their generally 
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underwhelming experiences with the program.  When David began describing 

Unconditional Love, he said, “There was the attempt at forming a group…” and later said 

that Unconditional Love could have been helpful, “had we gotten it really kick started”.  

Grace expressed that she was unsure if anything productive came out of the 

Unconditional Love program.  Clare described it as an attempt at a social justice group.  

No participant described Unconditional Love as an unequivocally positive experience.

 While David described the group as essentially a non-factor, other participants 

described the effects that it had much more negatively.  Grace said the group should have 

been able to discuss queer issues more clearly but instead reflected the way that the 

school in general avoided specifically talking about such issues.  Similarly, Clare 

described,  

events, like specifically, Unconditional Love, which was sort of an attempt at a 

justice group that felt, like so frustrating because it wanted to address the things 

without ever having to acknowledge that it was addressing those issues or even 

really, properly, address the issues.   

When mentioning the words Unconditional Love, Clare scoffed, indicating her frustration 

non-verbally as well.  While recognizing the good intentions of the people involved in the 

program and the group, Clare could not help but feel discouraged, because she felt that, at 

least for LGBTQ+ students, the school was more interested in lip service. 

 Rebecca described the school’s response to concerns raised by LGBTQ+ students, 

including Unconditional Love, to be insincere and expressed that they knew the program 

would not lead to any significant or meaningful results.  In Clare’s opinion, 

Unconditional Love was not designed to empower her as a queer student; she felt that the 
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group would not support her or stand behind her in her identity.  In her words, “It just felt 

kind of fake.”  Mary explained that she did not join the conversations, because she still 

felt that if she went into a group run by Campus Ministry and expressed that she was gay, 

the people in the room would think differently of her and it would negatively affect her 

experience at the school.  Grace, as someone who did take part in Unconditional Love 

meetings expressed similar feelings.  She described the group as an uncomfortable space 

where some of the people who were in the conversation because of their positions in the 

school were not open to talking about queer issues.  She felt that there were teachers who 

would be biased against students who spoke up about being queer in the Unconditional 

Love meetings.  For her it was not a safe or productive space, but rather another reason 

why she should not be out at the school.  That is to say, the school’s approved mechanism 

for validating LGBTQ+ student identities, among other identities, had the opposite result 

of what was intended.  

Analysis and Synthesis of Findings 

This study was based on the following research question: How does educational 

leadership behavior affect the experiences of LGBT students at a Catholic high school?  

The findings of the study indicated that the participants largely base their perceptions of 

what a school as an institution believes on the statements or the silence of those in 

leadership positions.  When school leaders do not explicitly express concrete school 

policies or underlying values, students tend to project their own assumptions about those 

views on the school leaders and, by extension, on the school.  These assumptions, in a 

Catholic school, are often influenced by popular societal understandings of what the 

Church teaches globally.  While the research conducted through the interviews elicited 
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five major themes, there were many connections among the themes, and statements from 

the participants frequently offered insight into multiple themes at the same time.  These 

connections influenced the proposed solution in the next chapter as well. 

Some of the concepts that came up most frequently in the participants’ 

interviews—namely, silence from the institution, the fear that participants felt as students, 

and the importance of receiving support from individual faculty and staff members as 

opposed to the school as a whole—are all interrelated.  These themes offer insight into 

effective leadership practices that Catholic school leaders can employ.  The different 

responses to the moment in which the Head of School broke what was perceived to be 

institutional silence about LGBTQ+ students reflect the effect that moment had.  David, 

the youngest participant and most recent graduate, was a sophomore when that speech 

occurred and expressed the most positive reflection of his time as a student.  For Grace 

and Rebecca, who were only a month or two away from graduation, the moment seemed 

to come too late for them, although it seems that their hope for a positive result coming 

from that moment was fulfilled for David.   

The results of ambiguous school leadership practices create miscommunication 

between the students and the school.  Looking at Amana’s experience of preparing for 

her senior speech, unsure if she would be allowed to deliver it, or at students’ 

assumptions that, despite no rule to that effect, they could not bring dates of the same 

gender to school events, it is clear that there is a lack of clarity in the school’s messaging.  

For several of the participants, the lack of clarity from the school was hurtful and 

damaging.  While it is clear that explicit homophobia or proscription of any support for 

LGBTQ+ students is damaging for students, it is important to understand that even the 
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mental burden of living in the school community each day without knowing where they 

stood had lasting effects on the participants.   

The participants viewed the leaders of the school—the administrators who, in the 

eyes of many students, express a hegemonic voice of power within the school as an 

organization—as mostly hostile or indifferent to the experiences of the LGBTQ+ students 

under their care.  The influence of Catholic doctrine and tradition within the school and 

the frustrating experiences that students had with Unconditional Love, the school’s 

chosen vehicle for reaching out to LGBTQ+ students, contributed to a feeling that sexual 

minority students were not valued by the school as an institution.  To the participants, it 

was incumbent on individuals to express support and care for LGBTQ+ students, and the 

participants expressed a preference that the school develop an institutional voice of 

support for them.   

Summary 

The purpose of this phenomenological dissertation in practice study was to 

describe the in-school experiences of LGBT students at Catholic high schools with the 

aim of influencing the practices of Catholic school administrative leaders.  Five themes 

emerged from the interviews with six LGBT graduates of a Catholic high school.  These 

themes were: (a) institutional silence, (b) individual support, (c) Catholicism and student 

identities, (d) fear and negative repercussions, and (e) school leadership practices and 

policies.  Based on the themes expressed by the participants in their interviews, 

acknowledging and valuing the importance of Catholic tradition in the school, and 

addressing the gap between the students’ experience and their perception of school 

leaders’ intentions, the final chapter of this study seeks to offer ideas for school leaders to 
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uphold their school’s mission, value the Catholic identity of the school, and care for 

every student.   
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CHAPTER FIVE: CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

Introduction 

 More LGBTQ+ individuals are openly expressing their identities at younger ages 

than before when it was more common for individuals to do so in their adulthood.  This 

trend requires school leaders to examine the structures that their organizations currently 

have in place in order to support queer students and encourages schools to adopt new 

programming and curriculum.  This new reality challenges leaders of schools that are not 

yet prepared to offer institutional support for sexual minority students.  For Catholic 

schools, this process can be particularly challenging and contentious; additionally, there 

is not much scholarly literature about LGBTQ+ students in Catholic high schools.  With 

these points in mind, this study intended to build upon existent literature and contribute to 

it by using experiences of LGBT graduates from a Catholic high school to influence 

Catholic school leaders’ practice.  This final chapter proposes a framework for Catholic 

schools to go forward that is based on the research conducted for this study.  This chapter 

focuses on identifying key stakeholders in the process, describing implications for the 

Catholic school setting, and expanding the resources for school leaders and for scholars 

interested in studying issues surrounding LGBTQ+ students. 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this phenomenological dissertation in practice study was to 

describe the in-school experiences of LGBT students at Catholic high schools.  

Aim of the Study 

The aim of this study was to create a framework to develop in-school 

interventions for LGBT students in a small independent Catholic high school.   
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Proposed Solution 

 Based on the experiences articulated by LGBT graduates of a Catholic high 

school, the study proposes a solution that addresses the perceived silence from the school, 

promotes institutional support for LGBT students, and supports the school’s mission and 

Catholic tradition.  This approach involves three parts, namely increasing professional 

development, examining curricula to identify points of inclusion, and creating an ally 

group and affinity groups that validate students’ dignity while maintaining alignment 

with Catholic doctrine.  

 Increasing professional development is an important actionable item for 

promoting greater awareness among faculty members, administrators, and support staff at 

Catholic high schools.  In the context of this study, professional development is specific 

to LGBTQ+ students, the unique elements of their in-school experiences, and the current 

scholarship and understanding of LGBTQ+ education issues.  For schools, professional 

development should clarify the school’s policies and positions regarding questions 

affecting LGBTQ+ students directly, thus unifying the voices of adults in the community 

so that students are able to hear any faculty or staff member articulate the school’s 

policies in the same way.  Opportunities for professional development should offer 

educators the tools needed to support LGBTQ+ students and to clearly state the school’s 

positions of inclusion within the framework of Catholic teaching.  Having educators in 

Catholic schools receive professional development would prepare them to support 

LGBTQ+ students, a group with a demonstrated higher need for support. 

As educators undergo this kind of professional development, one result should be 

the self-reflective examination of the curriculum as outlined by each academic 
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department and as delivered by each individual teacher.  Administrators and teachers 

should carefully and thoughtfully examine course content, assessments, in-class 

activities, and other aspects of students’ academic experiences in order to determine the 

kind of representation of LGBTQ+ voices that is appropriate, the instances when 

messages delivered in the classroom have been or could be damaging, and the ways in 

which students experience their identities in academic settings.  Academic leaders should 

carefully guide processes in order to integrate positive representation of LGBTQ+ 

history, to ensure lessons do not contravene Church teaching, and to recognize the range 

of students’ lived experiences.  For schools looking to provide care for increasingly 

diverse student populations in more conscientious ways, even slight changes to 

curriculum can yield effective results. 

 The most visible way that Catholic high schools can support LGBTQ+ students in 

their communities is to create and provide a home for ally and affinity groups as well as 

to actively engage these groups.  Ally groups can offer support to students by providing 

them spaces and times to share their experiences with others in the school.  Affinity 

groups can offer students even greater representation, in that all of the voices within the 

group are members of the LGBTQ+ community.  By allowing, supporting, and approving 

both ally and affinity groups, school leaders clarify the campus climate for sexual 

minority students. 

Support for the Solution 

 In their interviews, the participants in this study disclosed their experiences of 

fear in relation to being LGBT students in a Catholic high school and the lack of 

institutional clarity in its support for and its policies affecting LGBTQ+ students.  They 
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also expressed their desire for the school and its students to openly discuss LGBTQ+ 

individuals’ experiences, their history, the issues that affect them, and the ways that 

LGBTQ+ students live the totality of these circumstances.  The proposed solutions arose 

from the themes identified in the participants’ responses, from pertinent literature, and 

from individuals who study education, religion, and LGBTQ+ youth. 

 Professional development. 

 Participants repeatedly mentioned the importance of individual adults in the 

community as members of their support system, but they also pointed out just as clearly 

that there were teachers whom they found unsupportive and that they did not know 

whether the school as a body was supportive of them.  Professional development offered 

in the community should cover topics such as the language that LGBTQ+ students use to 

describe themselves, basic information about how being LGBTQ+ might affect students’ 

physical and mental health and educational outcomes, and what educators can say and do 

to support queer students in their classrooms.  This kind of offering to educators is an 

important first step to ensuring students do not experience confusion or a lack of clarity 

about who in their school supports them.  Two of the themes gathered from the 

participants’ interviews were those of individual support and institutional silence. 

Utilizing supportive faculty and staff members to model positive behaviors and to serve 

as peer educators in professional development settings can be an important method of 

promoting buy-in from the adults in the community.  Raelin (2016) identified dialogue to 

be an essential factor of leadership as a kind of practice, in which dialogue provides the 

opportunity to examine the environment critically; such a practice is applicable in this 

instance to all adult members of the school community.  Another benefit is supporting 
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teachers.  In the study, several participants mentioned that individual faculty member 

support was under the radar or was not always very open.  By making professional 

development about LGBTQ+ issues a priority, the school would indicate to faculty 

members who have wanted to be more openly supportive that their support aligns with 

the school’s mission.  Independent schools are mission driven, and it is important for 

school leaders to articulate to faculty and staff members how the support for LGBTQ+ 

students manifests the school’s mission to all its students. 

 Social justice leadership encourages practitioners to engage in collaboration and 

collegiality (Dematthews & Mawhinney, 2014), and the school can use professional 

development to achieve these goals.  As schools educate faculty and staff members about 

the challenges and opportunities that face LGBTQ+ students in the school, they can work 

together to create an environment of support for all students, given that there is a clearer 

understanding of the school’s policies.  Although the Head of School has explicitly stated 

that the school is a place of safety, love, and support for all students—including 

LGBTQ+ students—the responses from participants indicate that not all students have 

felt supported and accepted in their identities.  Resources from the school will help 

faculty members understand the roles they play in students’ lives, the effects that their 

words and their silence have on students, and the ways in which their curriculum and 

methodology may negatively affect students.  O’Malley and Capper (2015) found that 

principal preparation programs do not adequately address material about LGBTQ+ 

students, and Engebretson (2018) described the experience of a novice teacher who felt 

empowered by her teacher preparation to discuss issues of race and social inequality with 

her students but not to address LGBTQ+ issues.  Additionally, many teachers in 
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independent schools do not come through teacher education programs; professional 

development regarding pedagogy, instruction, and the creation of classroom 

environments in which students are safe to learn is a domain that the school itself is often 

responsible for.  

 Curricular changes. 

The collaborative nature of social justice leadership theory fits well with 

independent school philosophies that prize innovation and collaboration.  Teachers often 

look to one another to develop course content and work together to align curriculum 

horizontally and vertically.  Such collaboration supports the second part of the proposed 

solution, namely the departmental examination of curriculum with the goal of integrating 

LGBTQ+ content.  In their interviews, participants could only name one or two classes, if 

any, that integrated topics about LGBTQ+ individuals, mostly through the theology 

department and mostly in a negative light.  This theme of effective curricular silence was 

common among participants, and such silence is not unique to Catholic schools—nearly 

65% of LGBT students report no exposure to LGBT topics in any part of their curriculum 

(Kosciw et al., 2018).  Currently, two states (California and New Jersey) have passed 

laws requiring middle and high school students be taught positive representations of 

LGBT topics, including the individuals, historical achievements, and civil rights that are 

important to the LGBT community; meanwhile, six states prohibit educators from 

presenting LGBT-related curriculum to students (GLSEN, 2018; Giles, 2019).  For the 

participants in this study, the lack of information presented to them in classes affected 

them profoundly and negatively impacted their educational experiences; thus, addressing 

this deficit of information is necessary. 
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Mayo (2007) described educators as gatekeepers of curriculum who can choose 

what concepts connect to their prescribed curricula.  With this point in view, choosing to 

link LGBTQ+ themes to the usual lessons in their courses is one way for educators to 

stop furthering the marginalization and invisibility of sexual minority individuals.  

Zacko-Smith and Smith (2010) outlined important changes that teachers and 

administrators can make to dismantle the educational systems that help create and 

maintain prejudiced environments.  These changes involve educators (a) integrating the 

resources, voices, and language that challenge sexuality and gender stereotypes; (b) 

educating and empowering themselves to confront homophobia when it occurs; and (c) 

actively and consciously framing the reality for the entire spectrum of sexual orientation 

and gender identity in their classrooms.  Catholic schools have been acknowledging the 

need to include LGBTQ+ topics in their classrooms for decades (Gevelinger & 

Zimmerman, 1997), but this inclusion still needs to be emphasized as a solution because 

according to the participants in this study, it is not a practice common to all Catholic 

schools.  All teachers in every discipline can become proactive, examining curricula, 

working with colleagues, developing supplemental materials that offer insight to the the 

experiences of LGBTQ+ individuals, and incorporating this material into their classes. 

Ally and affinity groups. 

Many of the participants in the study mentioned the concept of a group to support 

the LGBTQ+ students in their school, whether that was a closeted GSA, the school’s 

promoted Unconditional Love group, or the perceived lack of a sufficient group.  Even 

when discussing their own experiences and the individuals who supported them, they 

focused on gatherings of like-minded individuals in common spaces to describe how they 
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felt supported.  For these participants, building group structures within the school 

community is important.  In schools across the country, studies suggest that there are 

improved results in the academic success, physical well-being, and mental health of 

LGBTQ+ students who attend schools with GSAs, ally groups, affinity groups, or other 

such structures (Kosciw et al., 2018).  Such groups are not new even to Catholic schools.  

One example is an Ontario Catholic high school that first created a group similar to the 

Unconditional Love group described by participants; the school later permitted the 

creation of a group open to LGBTQ+ students and their allies, and then it supported an 

affinity group open specifically to LGBTQ+ students (Liboro et al., 2010).  In the study, 

Liboro et al. concluded that these groups succeeded in offering structures where 

LGBTQ+ students felt safe to discuss their identities and through which they were able to 

educate others about their personal experiences.  

Fr. James Martin, SJ, (2017) outlined suggestions for the Catholic Church 

globally and for local parishes to enter into dialogue and relationship with the LGBTQ+ 

community that exists within the Church.  In keeping with the model outlined in his 

book, he provided suggestions that can be adapted for a school setting; specifically, he 

stated that the language of an ally group that is focused on walking with LGBTQ+ 

students could be important for Catholic high schools (personal communication, 

September 6, 2018).  For Fr. Martin, allyship with and support for the LGBTQ+ 

community are not contrary to Church teaching, nor does he advocate for marriage 

equality or other issues against the teaching of the Church.  At the same time, he proposes 

that Catholic institutions become more comfortable with using the language that 

LGBTQ+ individuals prefer to use for themselves.  This, too, could be applied in schools.   
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Factors and Stakeholders Related to the Solution 

 An independent Catholic high school falls into disparate categories and is often 

different things to different people.  These varied facets of the school’s identity affect 

how individual stakeholders consider the mission and evaluate the school’s ability to 

carry out that mission.  Additionally, resources are available to Catholic independent 

schools from a variety of regional and national professional organizations that offer 

distinct perspectives.  As the school looks to adopt the proposed solution, it is important 

to assess the myriad ways in which these stakeholders and resources will likely influence 

potential changes and address issues that arise. 

Policies influenced by and influencing the solution. 

 The independent Catholic school which serves as the professional practice setting 

of this dissertation in practice is governed by a board of directors who employ a Head of 

School acting as executive.  On the FADICA matrix, the school falls in the local-collegial 

quadrant (2015).  The Head of School is generally responsible for broad day-to-day 

operation, which is subject to oversight from the Board of Directors and with advice from 

and consultation with an administrative team.  Policy direction and any changes in 

policies lie with the Head of School.  In considering potential policy shifts, the Head of 

School must consider guidelines and directives from other bodies.  All schools that 

identify themselves as Catholic—regardless of governance—do so with the permission of 

the bishop of the diocese.  When considering policies, the Head of School must ensure 

that they align with Church doctrine to not endanger the school’s diocesan identification 

as Catholic.  Additionally, the school maintains accreditation with a regional association, 

and the standards for accreditation include items that are based on how faithfully the 
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school lives its mission and what students’ experiences are.  School policies should 

promote adherence to these standards.  These factors inform the policy decisions made by 

the Head of School. 

 With the exception of the suggestion to support the creation of ally and affinity 

groups for LGBTQ+ students, the proposed solution does not call for policy shifts but 

rather a heightened focus on LGBTQ+ students and their unique needs.  Professional 

development is a regular part of the school’s practices, and including training on 

diversity, equity, and inclusion are a part of the school’s professional development 

practices currently.  Similarly, faculty regularly review departmental curriculum, scope 

and sequence, and vertical and horizontal alignment within disciplines and departments 

and across the curriculum as a whole.  Neither the proposed solution of professional 

development nor the call for examination of the curriculum necessitates a policy change.  

However, it has been the policy of the school that the Unconditional Love group, under 

the auspices of Campus Ministry, addresses all questions of marginalization—including 

sexual orientation and gender identity among others, such as race or socioeconomic 

status.  Allowing the creation of a group for LGBTQ+ students and their allies, an affinity 

group specifically for LGBTQ+ students, or both, would reflect a new policy for the 

school, one that must be approved by the Head of School.  

 In deciding whether or not to adopt the final component of the proposed solution 

and to effect a policy change, the Head of School in conjunction with other 

administrators must consider the potential benefits for LGBTQ+ students against the 

philosophical and practical reasoning behind the creation and maintenance as 

Unconditional Love as the sole diversity group.  In its creation, Unconditional Love was 
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designed with the understanding that all members of the school community should feel 

welcomed, supported, and embraced by all members of the community.  In other words, 

the implication was meant to be that an ally group is superfluous because everyone within 

the community should be considered an ally.  Information provided in the participants’ 

interviews indicated that this philosophical starting point is not the perception of 

LGBTQ+ students.  

Potential barriers and obstacles to the proposed solution. 

 Conversations about the Catholic Church—or any organ within the Church—

alongside LGBTQ+ individuals are often contentious.  This historical and continued 

tension clearly poses potential challenges to the proposed solution.  The independent 

Catholic school in this study often finds itself in a precarious position between those who 

consider it first a Catholic school and those who primarily think of it as an independent 

college preparatory school.  Historically, the school has fielded complaints from two 

general blocs.  The first include those who say the school has lost some of its Catholic 

identity as it has increasingly enrolled a diverse student body and recruited a diverse 

staff; the second group are those who claim that theology course requirements and 

mandatory attendance at religious services such as Mass are examples of expectations 

that create a challenging atmosphere for non-practitioners.  As the school implements the 

proposed solution, traditional Catholics might express concerns that any group which 

singles out LGBTQ+ students for support or resources might foment ideas that are 

contrary to Catholic teaching.  The Cardinal Newman Society, which articulates defense 

of Catholic education as their mission, advocates the prohibition of same-gender dates at 

dances, warns against using students’ preferred names or pronouns when different from 
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those assigned at birth, and encourages denying admission for students when they or their 

family would challenge such policies (Guernsey & Donohue, 2016).  Members of the 

community who subscribe to this interpretation of how Church teaching should manifest 

itself in the school may come from any one of several constituent groups—namely either 

students, parents and families, alumni, faculty and staff, or directors. 

 If opposition does occur, opposition from faculty and staff would be the most 

immediate potential barrier to carrying out the proposed solution.  As the first two steps 

of the proposed solution rely heavily on faculty and staff buy-in, any opposition could 

threaten the success of the proposed solution.  As the participants in the study relayed 

their experiences, it was clear that teachers and other adults have a primary role in 

shaping negative or positive experiences.  Certain faculty members could prevent the 

changes necessary to positively affect these students’ experiences, such as members who 

are resistant to the professional development, who do not contribute to curricular review, 

and who are dismissive of or disrespectful to LGBTQ+ students.  While faculty 

opposition would be the first to manifest itself, substantial opposition from the Board of 

Directors could become a more impactful issue if they choose to take action that prohibits 

the implementation of the proposed solution.  The next section addresses vocal 

opposition and actions against the proposed solution from students, parents, alumni, and 

donors.  

Financial and legal issues related to the proposed solution. 

 The proposed solution does not require significant expenditures from the school.  

A possible cost could be that of hiring someone to conduct some of the professional 

development aspect of the proposed solution, but the school has already allocated a 
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certain budget for professional development.  The financial issue that could affect the 

school more than any expenditures for professional development—a drop in enrollment 

or in donations—is not a guaranteed concern.  As mentioned in the previous section, 

opposition may arise to the school’s implementation of the proposed solution.  The 

school is largely tuition dependent, and if opposition from students and their parents were 

strong enough that families decided to leave the school because of the proposed changes 

in line with LGBTQ+ issues, this could have a significant impact on the school’s budget 

and consequently its operational abilities.  Similarly, if alumni or other donors are 

dissatisfied with how the school reaches out to support all its students, they may choose 

to withhold donations.  While the school may lose students and donors as a result of 

implementing the proposed solution, the opposite can also be true.  The school may be 

better able to retain students whose experience could have been compromised by feelings 

of fear and uncertainty similar to those expressed by the participants or to attract students 

who otherwise might choose another school.  In the same way, certain groups might 

begin giving to the school at higher rates than before, such as the alumni who were 

negatively affected by a perceived lack of support or donors whose beliefs lead them to 

withhold donations from organizations that they deem to be unsupportive of LGBTQ+ 

individuals.  In terms of both enrollment and donations, it is unclear what the financial 

ramifications might be.  

 There are no legal issues—as generally understood—that are involved with the 

implementation of the proposed solution.  As an independent school that does not receive 

federal funding and as a religious school with First Amendment rights to practice religion 

freely, the school has no obligation to offer programming for LGBTQ+ students.  On the 
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other hand, the issue of canon law and the Catholic identity of the school could be a 

potential issue if the bishop or the diocesan superintendent as his designee determined 

that the school was contravening Church teaching.  The consequence here is that the 

bishop could then prevent the school from calling itself Catholic.  If this were to happen, 

the Head of School would have to stand from a philosophical position on the school’s 

mission and from a business perspective on the school’s marketing position to determine 

whether continued implementation was advisable or whether the school should take a 

step back.  This conflict is unlikely because the proposed measures—namely the 

professional development, curricular integration, and group formation—do not challenge 

Church teaching.  In short, the school can and should support LGBTQ+ students without 

contradicting Catholic doctrine. 

Other issues and stakeholders related to the proposed solution. 

 Regional and professional membership organizations may offer support for the 

school in implementing the proposed solution, and it would be beneficial for the school to 

reach out to other Catholic institutions in the area for assistance.  By integrating 

information from key educational bodies—namely the diocesan education office, the 

diocesan office ministering to LGBTQ+ individuals, Catholic colleges, and other 

Catholic high schools in the region—school leaders can develop an approach to each step 

of the proposed solution that works for the school’s unique solution.  Inviting suggestions 

from these other organizations and realizing them through the lens of the school’s 

mission will be an important aspect of implementation.  Additionally, associations 

specifically for independent schools and boarding schools offer their own perspectives on 

how best to design and carry out a comprehensive program of support for LGBTQ+ 
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students.  For example, the National Association of Independent Schools offers diversity 

resources on its website, including a book on diversity work in independent schools.  It is 

likely that there is no one program from any single institution or even a program 

suggested by any organization that will be a perfect fit for this particular school, but 

gathering data and plans from multiple sources will allow the school to build a program 

that works in that unique environment. 

 Contemporary social, political, and religious context are important factors in 

considering the effects of implementing the proposed solution.  The increased 

divisiveness in national discourse in the political realm has had an effect on the 

educational experiences of LGBTQ+ students.  After reporting a steady decline in anti-

LGBTQ+ language, in 2017 students reported hearing language that victimized based on 

sexual orientation and gender identity at the same level—or in some cases higher 

levels—when compared to the previous climate survey (Kosciw et al., 2018).  While this 

indicates a heightened need for all schools to be more intentional in their support of 

sexual minority students, it also indicates that doing so may be more controversial than it 

has been in the recent past.  The hypersensitivity that becomes manifest when one side or 

another feels threatened must encourage school leaders to exercise caution in 

implementing this proposed solution.  A cautious execution of the proposed solution may 

feel frustrating to some, especially LGBTQ+ students hoping for quick action, but it may 

be necessary for long-term success. 

The increased contentiousness between different factions is not isolated to 

politics.  The global Catholic Church has seen an increase in tensions as different 

constituencies debate important issues.  Conversations about the role of the LGBTQ+ 
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community in the clergy and in the Church as a whole have become particularly divisive 

in a time of increased divisiveness within the global Church generally.  As the Church 

faces the ongoing repercussions from a global decades-long crisis in its handling of 

sexual abuse by priests, sexual orientation and other LGBTQ+ questions are often 

conflated with the abuse (Harlan, 2019).  Catholic organizations are often placed under 

heightened scrutiny, particularly schools; because of this, Catholic school leaders must 

make sure to proceed cautiously and judiciously. 

Within the school community, teachers are both followers and leaders.  This 

duality of roles is an important consideration when considering how to implement the 

proposed solution. Practices based in social justice leadership should reflect a recognition 

that individuals can experience persecution from institutions—including schools—and 

that institutions can work to ensure that they do not operate in that way (Rivera-

McCutchen, 2014).  The extent to which the teachers adopt the proposed solution from 

the leaders who propose it to them will likely influence the success of the solution; this 

buy-in would in turn highlight the importance of dialogue and open communication in 

leadership practice (Raelin, 2016; Rivera-McCutchen, 2014).  At the same time, the way 

in which the teachers pass the proposed solution along to the students will affect its 

reception throughout the school, and social justice teacher leaders must be committed to 

implementing inclusion at a school-wide level (DeMatthews & Mawhinney, 2014).  

School leaders charged with implementation of the proposed solution at this school 

would likely include (a) the Head of School, the executive; (b) the Dean of Students, who 

is responsible for extracurricular groups; (c) the Dean of Faculty, who is charged with 

professional development; (d) and the Academic Dean and the department chairs, who 
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are entrusted with curricular development.  These leaders must carefully consider the 

implementation of the proposed solution to promote adoption and buy-in from all faculty 

members, and they also need to consider the ways that they engage in leadership as a 

practice (Raelin, 2016).  

By considering the important contexts reviewed in this subsection, it is clear that 

the problem in question functions at the meeting point of religion, adolescents’ sexual 

and gender identities, and their education.  All three of these aspects of the problem can 

be sensitive to the students themselves and to their parents.  While addressing these 

questions may bring about the possibility of controversy, it does not mean that school 

leaders should shy away from the issue; rather, they should ensure to do so with care. 

Implementation of the Proposed Solution 

 The implementation of this proposed solution will require the participation of 

several levels of school leaders and the collaboration of different groups of stakeholders.  

Care and thoughtfulness in its adoption will be necessary because of the potentially 

sensitive nature of the problem.  In particular, the school needs to identify the 

components to the solution, which namely entail the processes suggested for 

implementation, the individuals and groups involved, and the methods and schedules for 

evaluating the plan’s success. In outlining these components, this section seeks to offer a 

guideline for leaders at one independent Catholic high school.  If successful, this 

proposed solution can offer a way forward for other Catholic high schools.  

Factors and Stakeholders Related to the Implementation of the Proposed Solution 

 Because a school’s culture is complex, the factors that influence the 

implementation of the proposed solution can be complex as well.  Some such factors 
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include the varied levels of school leaders, as well as the relationship between the 

students and the adults in the community.  LGBTQ+ students are a group within a school 

community that is in a position of experiencing lesser privilege twice—as students, they 

have diminished privilege as compared to faculty and staff, and as members of a sexual 

minority group, they experience less privilege as compared to their cisgender and 

heterosexual peers.  With this in mind, leaders must recognize the position of LGBTQ+ 

students as vulnerable stakeholders.  The important aspects of implementing this proposal 

involve engaging school leaders, students, and other stakeholders, evaluating and 

assessing the success of the proposed solution, and considering external factors that may 

affect the problem. 

 Leaders’ roles in implementing the proposed solution.  

 Various school leaders will have a role in distinct aspects of implementing the 

proposed solution.  As mentioned, there are four types of leaders in this school context. 

 Head of School. 

 As chief executive acting on behalf of the directors, the Head of School has the 

responsibility in setting policy, guiding other school leaders, and determining how the 

school executes its mission.  In terms of this proposed solution, the authorization to carry 

out the three portions of the solution would have to come from the Head.  The Head 

originally determined that Campus Ministry would run Unconditional Love, and any 

change in the structure of that group would require his approval.  Additionally, it seems 

likely that the administrators tasked with the specific action steps of the proposed 

solution would seek the Head’s guidance and approval before taking additional steps or 

moving forward with focused attention to LGBTQ+ issues. 
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 More than any other school leader, the Head of School must be aware of the ways 

in which the various stakeholders who are affected by the proposed solution and the 

constituencies who might weigh in on the proposed solution will respond.  Charged with 

exercising fiduciary responsibility for the school and demonstrating faithfulness to its 

mission, the Head needs to consider the effects of carrying out this proposed solution.  

Decisions rest with him, and determining the success or failure of the proposed solution 

would ultimately rest with him as well, as would any complaints about the solution or 

praise for its success.  In considering the concept of leadership as a practice that is 

separate from traits of an individual (Raelin, 2016), it will be important for the Head of 

School to rely on the process of dialogue, which reflects diverse perspectives and 

subsequently allows change to happen based on what those perspectives teach the leader.  

The Head of School moved the school forward with the Unconditional Love model, and 

thus he should consider what LGBTQ+ students are saying about its effectiveness.  

 Dean of Students. 

 At the school that serves as the professional practice setting, the Dean of Students 

and the Assistant Head of School, one individual, oversees all extracurricular 

programming, including Campus Ministry, clubs and organizations, and mission 

integration.  Accordingly, the Dean of Students would have an important leadership role 

in the execution of the proposed solution.  Certainly, his position would oversee the 

creation, organization, and maintenance of any ally or affinity group formed in the third 

part of the proposed solution.  Along with the Dean of Faculty, the Dean of Students 

might also be involved in programming professional development to support the first part 

of the proposed solution.  It would be important that any professional development at the 
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school include not only classroom teachers, but also all those in the community who 

coach sports, supervise residence halls, or oversee extracurricular activities.  With this 

connection in mind, the collaboration between the Dean of Faculty and Dean of Students 

would be an important step to successful implementation—in other words, collaboration 

between these two leaders and with faculty and students who identify as LGBTQ+ 

encourages the practice of social justice leadership (DeMatthews & Mawhinney, 2014). 

 It is logical that the Dean of Students is the most visible and present 

administrative leader to the student body.  His role has an important effect on the culture 

of the school as students see it; in many ways, he represents the entire adult community 

to the students.  Therefore, the Dean of Students plays an important role in how LGBTQ+ 

students in particular and students in general experience the implementation of this 

proposed solution.  In addition to his role in modeling the proposed solution to the 

student body, his ability to promote collaboration and ownership among the faculty and 

staff in the community will have an impact on the success of the proposed solution. 

 Dean of Faculty and Academic Dean. 

 Currently at the professional practice setting, one individual holds both of these 

positions.  The Dean of Faculty is responsible for professional development, evaluation, 

and mentoring, among other aspects of the teaching faculty’s experience.  He sets the 

agendas for the periodic professional development days that the school has, and he also 

sets the tone for the year with the selection of an all-faculty summer read.  In addition, he 

encourages faculty members to engage in best educational practices.  His role in 

implementing the proposed solution would be both philosophical and practical.  It would 

be important that he support the goals of the proposed solution in alignment with the 
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decisions of the Head and in collaboration with the Dean of Students.  There are several 

ways in which he could set the culture of support for LGBTQ+ students throughout the 

academic segments of the school, namely by (a) extending invitations to speakers who 

might help faculty and staff engage in LGBTQ+ questions, (b) assigning faculty readings 

that address sexual minority issues, and (c) promoting methods of teaching for social 

justice in the classroom.  In understanding that an important goal of the practice of 

leadership is the creation of sustainable outcomes (Raelin, 2016), the Dean of Faculty 

should look to promote a culture of inclusion that will continue each academic year.  

 The Academic Dean frequently engages with the department chairs and other 

academic leaders to discuss the school’s curriculum and to ensure academic norms 

throughout the disciplines.  An integral part of his work is the frequent reflection upon 

course content, particularly on scope and sequence, and on both vertical and horizontal 

alignment within each department and among all of them.  The school has undertaken 

initiatives to ensure that various underrepresented communities appear in the curricula of 

all departments; doing the same for LGBTQ+ individuals would not be incompatible with 

the work of the dean and department chairs.  

 Department chairs and faculty members. 

 The department chairs function as academic leaders within the school, where they 

advise upper level administrators and deliver policy and guidance to the teachers in their 

departments.  Their roles offer them a unique opportunity to function as leaders in this 

proposed solution.  In working with their department members, they have the possibility 

of shaping the culture and ensuring that each faculty member understand the goals and 

purposes of examining course content to determine connection points to support 
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LGBTQ+ students.  At the same time, they are able to inform administrators of the 

responses of the teachers in their departments as to the effectiveness of the process, 

offering a feedback loop to those tasked with carrying out the proposed solution.  

Through this continuous process of dialogue, which is the center of leadership as practice 

(Raelin, 2016), department chairs can greatly influence the school’s culture.  

 Each teacher, coach, and house parent has an important leadership role to play in 

this proposed solution as well.  One of the strengths of the Catholic school as described 

by the participants was the support of individual adults in the community.  It is important 

that these adults continue to act as support systems for LGBTQ+ students.  Ideally, due to 

the proposed solution, these adults will experience more institutional support as they 

themselves continue to be support systems.  In other words, they will also be more 

explicit to students and colleagues about their support, and they will be offered the 

instructional tools and professional development that will aid them in their ability to do 

so.  Creating and normalizing a school culture comes from each member of the 

community, and individual adults continue to have a role to play in the students’ lives. 

 Building support for the proposed solution. 

 In this proposed solution, the potential for resistance from some segments of the 

school population exists.  The leaders involved in implementing the solution must 

anticipate any potential causes of resistance and thus plan for ways of engaging that 

resistance.  Rivera-McCutchen (2014) found that social justice leadership practitioners 

did not cite theory as their impetus but rather a moral obligation.  An example of a 

leader’s anticipation of resistance and integration of a moral component to this progress 

is the Head of School using the school’s mission as the basis of programming.  He has 
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made it clear that all students should feel embraced by the school and has specifically 

included LGBTQ+ students in his addresses to the community.  This kind of discourse 

offered a sort of permission to other individuals within the community to also use the 

same language, and it must become an integral part of all school leaders’ expressions of 

the school’s diversity.  In other words, using language that normalizes all students is an 

important first step in building a culture that shows care for each one. 

 The most likely source of resistance to the solution is individuals from any of the 

key stakeholder groups—namely faculty, directors, students, families, and alumni—who 

consider the outreach to LGBTQ+ students proposed in the solution as contrary to 

Catholic teaching.  As mentioned in a previous section, it is likely that the Head of 

School would be the leader charged with responding to such criticisms.  For him, it will 

be essential to know that the professional development and the inclusion of LGBTQ+ 

content in courses not advocate against Church teaching.  Within the ally and affinity 

groups, it may happen that individual students express their opinions in favor of marriage 

equality, verbalize support for gender confirmation procedures, or promote another idea 

that is against Catholic doctrine.  The school’s responsibility as a Catholic school must 

always be to offer Catholic teaching; students do not represent the school, but teachers 

and administrators do, and thus their comments must always align with Catholic thought.  

It would be incumbent upon the Head of School to keep abreast of discussions about the 

topics so that he could answer any questions with certainty if needed. 

 External implications for the organization. 

 As mentioned in previous sections, the current political and religious climate can 

be divided and contentious.  It is possible that this atmosphere could affect the school in 
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dealing with this issue.  The Catholic Church globally finds itself in a crisis that has 

caused its image to be tarnished (Boorstein & Pulliam Bailey, 2019; Zauzmer, Boorstein, 

& Brice-Saddler, 2018).  At the same time, reports continue to conflate homosexuality 

with the horrors of child sexual abuse in the Church, and various parties—such as 

commentators, scholars, and even cardinals—have created a heightened environment of 

hostility when discussing the intersection of Church and sexual identity (Harlan, 2019; 

Horowitz & Povoledo, 2019; Mills Rodrigo, 2019; White, 2019).  The most common 

reports about LGBTQ+ individuals and Catholic schools in the United States more 

specifically have been about the termination of LGBTQ+ employees (Hays & Ryckaert, 

2018; King, 2019) or most recently, the refusal of a school to admit a student whose 

parents were two women married to each other (Roewe, 2019).  Negative media attention 

tends to occur in these situations when the public considers schools to be acting in a 

discriminatory manner against LGBTQ+ individuals.  It does not seem likely that the 

school would face widespread public criticism for choosing to offer more support to its 

students. 

 Another external factor that may affect the proposed solution is the relationship 

between the school and the diocese.  While the proposed solution does not suggest 

anything against Catholic doctrine and aligns with teachings expressed in the Catechism 

of the Catholic Church and bishops’ documents, complaints from those who feel the 

solution is progressive at the expense of the Church’s traditions would likely end up with 

the diocesan education office and eventually the bishop.  Mutual conversation and 

understanding by both the school and the diocese would benefit both parties; openness 

and transparency would also prevent the school from unwittingly jeopardizing its 
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Catholic identity and the diocese from mistakenly choosing to remove the school’s 

Catholic status. 

 Earlier sections addressed the possible financial implications of lower attendance 

or smaller revenue from donors and the need to weigh those effects against potential 

gains in both student enrollment and donations.  It should be mentioned here that this 

proposed solution may affect staffing.  Certain faculty members, coaches, or other 

personnel may feel that the school is not living up to its Catholic identity, or they may be 

opposed to the idea of offering LGBTQ+ youth-specific supports within the school; these 

individuals may then find themselves unwilling to continue working at the school.  A 

potential challenge could arise from the need to fill multiple positions at one time. 

Evaluation and Timeline for Assessment 

 Based on the three components of the solution—that is, professional development, 

curricular review, and the creation of ally and affinity groups—it is recommended that 

schools carry out the proposed solution in at least two phases.  The first phase should be 

professional development.  It is important that the adult community within the school 

share a mutual understanding, a common language, and a unified purpose in working 

with their LGBTQ+ students before further action is taken.  This phase could begin at any 

time; while schools often introduce professional development goals at the beginning of 

the year and build upon them throughout the academic year, such a measure is not 

necessary in this case.  Before initiating any professional development, schools looking to 

implement this proposed solution should always consider where the faculty and staff are 

from a philosophical standpoint, and professional development will naturally grow from 

that starting point. 
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 The curricular review and creation of ally and affinity groups could be concurrent, 

but it is most important that they come after the implementation of professional 

development.  The shared language that teacher education will offer is an important part 

of the collaborations that must occur within each department in order to carry out the 

second aspect of the solution.  Similarly, as programmatic aspects are rolled out to 

students, it is of great importance that the adults in their lives have the language and 

context to offer them guidance and to be present for them if they need additional support.  

A school would not expect a teacher without basic knowledge of a specific discipline to 

instruct students in that area.  Similarly, educators require understanding of the 

experiences of LGBTQ+ individuals in order to offer the most caring and compassionate 

support they can. 

 School leaders should assess the success of the proposed solution for one primary 

goal and two supplementary goals.  The primary goal of the proposed solution is to 

improve the experiences of LGBTQ+ students in a Catholic high school, so the primary 

tool of assessment should determine whether such improvement in sexual and gender 

minority students’ experiences occur.  One possible method of assessment is a climate 

survey; the biennial GLSEN school climate survey for LGBTQ+ students either could 

serve as a basis for a specific survey for the school or could be the tool of assessment 

itself.  Surveying students before the proposed solution to obtain a baseline measure of 

students’ experiences is important; surveys could then occur after the school enacts each 

aspect of the proposed solution in order to determine the efficacy of each aspect.  After 

the solution is implemented completely, surveys at a regular interval (yearly or 

biennially) will determine continued effectiveness.  A second potential method is 
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qualitative—interviews with students using a questionnaire with open-ended questions 

would offer the school an opportunity to gather information about the students’ 

experiences in a more holistic way.  The third option would pair the quantitative nature of 

a survey with the qualitative benefits of open-ended questions, and it is likely that this 

would be the most useful. 

 The secondary goals of the proposed solution would be to improve educator 

understanding of the experiences of LGBTQ+ students as well as to teach LGBTQ+ 

content to cisgender heterosexual students.  These goals could and should be measured.  

With each professional development session, soliciting feedback from the faculty and 

staff who go through the training can offer insight into what they learned and what 

directions they would like future sessions to take.  Information about the integration of 

course content could be solicited from students in the surveys that they already take at the 

end of each semester in the professional practice setting.  A question such as, “This 

course helped me learn about people who are different from me,” could be added, and 

there could also be sub-questions that pull out race, religion, sexual orientation and 

gender identity, or other identity markers.  

Implications 

 This study sought to offer insight into the lived experiences of LGBT students in 

Catholic high schools, with the goal of offering Catholic high school leaders a framework 

for student support that honors their identity and aligns with Catholic teaching.  It also 

looked to address a gap in recent literature about LGBTQ+ students by studying the 

interaction between minority sexual or gender identity and Catholic education in the 

United States, an aspect of literature that is underrepresented. 
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Practical Implications 

 An important finding that came from the interviews with students is how 

LGBTQ+ students understand their relationship with a Catholic school.  For these 

participants, the school did not maintain a relationship with them.  To provide students a 

sense of connectedness to the school community, it is essential for Catholic schools to be 

explicit about their policies, be clear about the ways in which it supports LGBTQ+ 

students, and be open about what it will not compromise.  The message that students 

receive and the message that school leaders think they may be sending may not always 

coincide.  It was the experience of these participants that individual members of the 

school were supportive, and their overall recollection of their time at the school was 

positive.  However, they overwhelmingly expressed that the school as an institution could 

have done much better in offering support.  For leaders of Catholic schools, it is essential 

not to be silent about LGBTQ+ issues or to talk too vaguely about the concerns of 

LGBTQ+ students in their schools.  The participants in this study experienced silence as 

rejection; because their understanding of Catholic teaching is one that does not fully 

accept them, they may associate the school’s silence on LGBTQ+ issues with personal 

feelings of rejection.  This study demonstrated that LGBTQ+ students frequently interpret 

a school’s silence in their own way instead of asking for clarification.  For example, 

participants discussed the assumption that the school did not allow same gender couples 

to attend dances together.  Clarification of the school’s policies is important to students’ 

experiences. 

 Just as students were hesitant to ask about the school’s dance policy, they are 

often reluctant to make themselves known to faculty members.  This study offered 
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information for school leaders about students’ experiences in determining which faculty 

members would support them.  In addition, the study showed that an assumption on the 

part of the school regarding students being able to feel comfortable with any adult in the 

community does not align with the experiences described by the participants.  School 

leaders should indicate to students that all faculty members are trained to discuss any 

questions or concerns that students may have about their own sexual orientation or 

gender identity, or leaders should implement some way for teachers to publicly indicate 

that they are available for such conversations as opposed to making students do the work 

of finding a supportive adult. 

 Most importantly, leaders of Catholic schools should understand from this study 

that LGBTQ+ students are in their schools, that they have unique needs and concerns, 

and that they are unafraid to share them when asked.  Instead of assuming there are no 

LGBTQ+ students in the school or assuming they have no difficulties and need no 

support, school leaders should anticipate students’ needs for support, assuring them that 

LGBTQ+ students are welcomed and embraced.  In other words, Catholic school leaders 

must be proactive in working with LGBTQ+ students instead of being reactive, and the 

findings and the proposals in this study offer leaders the framework to begin the 

conversation. 

Implications for Future Research 

 This study included six graduates from an independent Catholic high school in the 

rural Northeastern United States.  It is likely that the experiences of LGBTQ+ graduates 

will differ based on changes in any characteristics of that population.  Because the 

resulting framework in the proposed solution is specific to this school only, future 
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researchers could study the experiences of students in other regions of the country, in 

urban or suburban areas, or in schools with difference governance structures.  

Alternatively, a national study of the experiences of LGBTQ+ students in Catholic 

schools could offer a more representative sample in order to produce results that are more 

transferrable and a framework that is applicable to more schools.   

 Two ideas that came up that could be fruitful for future research are those of 

silence and fear.  Many questions can be used to investigate the role of silence in Catholic 

sexual ethics, the way it affects the schools’ and students’ willingness to address 

questions of sexual orientation and gender identity, and the effect it has on students.  

Additionally, an area that bears further investigation is that all participants discussed their 

feelings of fear in a Catholic school due to their sexual orientation or gender identity.  

Many students and families choose Catholic schools because these schools promise a 

safer atmosphere where students should be less susceptible to fear.  However, for 

LGBTQ+ students in this study, safety did not define their experiences.  Investigating 

why and how this fear is so prevalent might offer interesting results in a future study. 

Implications for Leadership Theory and Practice 

 Catholic school leaders are often influenced by a commitment to the ideals and 

tenets of social justice leadership.  This study offers them an opportunity to be 

practitioners of social justice leadership in their schools by creating environments where 

LGBTQ+ students move from a place of marginalization to one where they are 

integrated, their voices are valued, and their experiences are honored.  It should be noted 

that the best practices of social justice leadership include collaboration (DeMatthews & 

Mawhinney, 2014).  With this in mind, the framework proposed by this dissertation in 
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practice encourages the integration of many teachers in the process of developing a 

curriculum that is more representative of all students and the amplification of LGBTQ+ 

students in the creation of ally and affinity groups.  As Catholic schools look to honor the 

fullness of LGBTQ+ students’ identities, they will create communities that look to 

dismantle the systems of oppression that are barriers to students’ experiences. 

 This dissertation in a practice study reflects the values of the university that the 

study was completed for.  From the beginning of the Ed.D. program, this researcher has 

been exposed to the Ignatian values that shape a Creighton education.  In proposing a 

solution, the researcher found himself influenced particularly by two of these values: 

cura personalis (care for the whole person) and faith that does justice.  In considering 

LGBTQ+ students in Catholic schools, it is important to consider their identities 

holistically.  As educators and educational leaders look to serve queer students, it is 

essential to consider how their sexual orientation and gender identity affect their 

academic outcomes, their mental health, and their physical well-being.  In working with 

students who are part of a marginalized group, Catholic school leaders are called to walk 

with the powerless and to seek justice for them.  It would be antithetical to these values to 

perpetuate a system that creates additional oppression or marginalization for LGBTQ+ 

students.  

 To achieve the goals of creating a school community that is fully inclusive and 

completely welcoming to all students, Catholic school leaders will need to step away 

from the managerial experiences of transactional leadership that can exist in many 

educational settings and move to a transformational leadership style (Fassinger, at al., 

2010).  This transactional nature of educational leadership can be a particular danger in 
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independent schools, where there are literal transactions between students, families, and 

the school.  To choose to be a transformational leader in such an environment is not 

necessarily an easy choice, but it is an important one for Catholic school leaders to make.  

Transformational and social justice leadership with Ignatian values as a guiding 

philosophy can guide leadership styles that align with the missions of many Catholic 

schools, even those not founded in the Jesuit tradition.  To work within the Catholic 

school system in order to educate, support, and love LGBTQ+ students institutionally 

requires a leader who understands that the effectiveness of a school’s mission is limited 

by the student who feels least connected to that mission.  

Summary of the Study 

 In this dissertation in practice study, the researcher interviewed six recent 

graduates of an independent Catholic high school in the Northeastern United States 

regarding their experiences as LGBT students in a Catholic high school.  The objective 

was to examine how their experiences can offer Catholic school leaders a framework for 

supporting LGBTQ+ students in their schools.  Based on the participants’ responses, the 

researcher proposed a solution with three aspects: (a) professional development of all 

adults in the school community, (b) a comprehensive and reflective curricular review to 

connect LGBTQ+ content across disciplines, and (c) the creation of student ally and 

affinity groups.  Professional development is the first step to be implemented, as it is 

important to have a common context and an understanding of the issues involved among 

the faculty and staff.  This point is particularly crucial for an effective implementation of 

the second and third aspects, which could be implemented simultaneously.  Before and 

after implementing each aspect of the proposed solution, an assessment will help to 
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determine the effectiveness of each aspect of the solution in moving school culture.  This 

study contributes to the fields of Catholic education and of LGBTQ+ education by filling 

a gap in the literature connecting the two areas and by offering Catholic school leaders a 

framework of support that encourages schools to embrace the fullness of their LGBTQ+ 

students’ identities while remaining faithful to Catholic teaching.  
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Appendix A 

Participant Interview Protocol 
 
Interview Protocol: Experiences of LGBT students in Catholic high schools 
Time of Interview: 
Date: 
Place: 
Interviewer: 
Interviewee: 
Position of Interviewee: 
 
Thank you for agreeing to be interviewed for this research project on the experiences of 
LGBT students in Catholic high schools.  I would like to remind you that your comments 
will remain confidential.  You have been asked to sign the consent form you have been 
given earlier.  Do you have it?  This interview will probably take around an hour today.  
If at any time you would like to take a break, please let me know.  Do you have any 
questions for me at this time?  If you have any (other) questions at any point during this 
interview, please ask them.  We’ll begin the interview whenever you are ready. 
 
Questions: 

1. How long were you a student at a Catholic high school?  How many Catholic high 
schools did you attend and did you graduate from one? 

 
2. How do you identify yourself in your sexual orientation and gender identity? 
 
3. What is your understanding of the teachings of the Catholic Church in regards to 

issues of sexual orientation and gender identity? 
 

4. What are the factors that have brought about this understanding? How did you 
learn about the Church’s teaching? 
 

5. Describe how your Catholic high school(s) – if at all – included discussions, 
lessons, or activities about different sexual orientations and gender identities in 
formal classroom settings? 
 

6. Describe how your Catholic high school(s) – if at all – included extracurricular 
discussions, lessons, or activities for students to learn about topics regarding 
sexual orientation and gender identity outside of the formal classroom? 
 

7. What is your understanding of how human sexuality was taught at your Catholic 
high school(s)? 

 
8. How did your awareness of other LGBT individuals at your Catholic high 

school(s) or any organization or group for supporting LGBT individuals at your 
school affected your experiences at the schools?  
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9. Describe experiences from your Catholic high school(s) in which you were the 

victim of any homophobia or transphobia due to your perceived sexual orientation 
or gender identity.  How did you respond? How did the school respond? 
 

10. Describe any times you witnessed other individuals being the victims of 
homophobia or transphobia due to their perceived sexual orientation or gender 
identity in your Catholic high school(s). How did you respond? Were these 
incidents directly victimizing other individuals or done without their knowledge?  
How would your response differ in different situations? 

 
11. Describe any experiences that you had yourself or witnessed in others which 

showed support from individuals within your Catholic high school(s) for LGBT 
individuals.  How did the individual manifest support?  In what capacity did the 
individual show support? 
 

12. How did school leaders address LGBT issues at your Catholic school(s)? 
 

13. Overall, what is your most honest and thorough opinion about how your Catholic 
high school(s) maintained its relationship with LGBT students? 
 

14. What else about your experience as an LGBT student at your Catholic high 
school(s) do you think is important to know? 
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Appendix B 

Stamped Informed Consent Form and Participant Bill of Rights 
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Appendix C 

IRB Approval Documentation 
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Appendix D 

Sample Interview Transcript 
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Appendix E 

Sample Field Notes 

Researcher: Joseph Parodi-Brown 

Participant 05011619 

16 January 2019 11:00 am  

On Campus Conference Room – Face to Face Interview 

 

Notes during interview: 

Church – love + acceptance for all 

behavior; outside of marriage 

Coming to RCC school 

                           supportive model adult 

not sure of language for self ID 

Uncond Love – end of so. yr  

 out to Asst. HoS     GLAAD Day of Silence 

 

Moral and Eth. Dil. 

 homosexuality as dilemma <Verbalizes ‘eye roll’> 

 never got to it 

“think”          advisory 

 not much education 

 orientation – diversity  

UL (attempt)      admin (AsstHoS) 

 Upsetting 

    studentwise not much disc. 

CM was a big support 

UL could have been        varied constituencies 

2015 GSA 
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Notes after interview (following day): 

4 yrs., graduated  Bi Male 

  

love and acceptance for all people, 

doesn’t condone homosexual behavior 

outside of marriage  

 

worried coming to Catholic school 

Will the school make me feel like less of 

myself 

 

Campus Minister 

 

“didn’t really get it” 

 

Moral/Ethical Dilemma – I don’t think 

he wanted to have a debate 

 

School Weren’t too keen on being 

specific with it 

 

Estimates 30 LGBT students 

 

Even people he had disclosed orientation 

to would use “that’s gay” 

 

Why don’t people talk about it? Policy 

of silence? 

People don’t have to talk about it 

 

 

orientation v. action 

(all sexual activity outside of marriage – 

there should be no difference at HS 

level) 

Fear 

 

 

 

Ind. v. Inst. 

 

w/o understanding fully, understood 

potential conflict with Cath. 

No debate v. other participants 

 

 

(What does this say about educational 

leadership practices?) 

 

(same as Grace) 

 

Uggggggggh. Pervasiveness of anti-gay 

bias in language. 

 

(Do we only talk about LGBT students 

when there’s an issue? Is reactiveness 

the best place to be as a leader? Why 

does it require a major issue?) 
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I wish all LGBT could have experience 

like mine with Campus Minister 

 

But they don’t!! And they’re not at 

Catholic schools, so how do we help 

those who don’t? 

 

 

  

(very interested in saying things “right” but always saying things honestly) 

(willing to engage with and enter in a dialogue with the researcher, looks for clarification, 

checks for meaning) 

(Such a difference in how this participant processed morning meeting moment compared 

to older participants (Rebecca, Grace, Clare to lesser extent) 
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Appendix F 

Sample Coding Map for Theme 2: Individual Support 

Initial coding/ 
generic cycle 

Focused coding/ 
meaning cycle 

Memos Category cycle 

So many individuals 
really affected positive 
change in queer 
students’ lives 
“Nothing wrong with 
being that and being 
Catholic” 

Individuals model 
positivity – explicitly 
Catholic 

Important to 
understand what role 
the individuals played

Supportive 
individuals within 

the school 
community 

A lot of faculty 
members who were 
really very personally 
supportive 

Many supportive 
teachers 

This helps explain 
why so many 
participants reported 
generally positive 
experiences Majority of Ts as 

individuals wanted to 
be and were supportive 
of Ss 
There were always 
people there for me 

Support felt Care for each S. 

I knew who (fac/staff) 
supported me 

Could identify 
support 

Connects to the 
importance of 
identifying 
supportive staff 
(GLSEN) 

Knew other staff 
member open to 
supporting queer Ss  

To know that you are 
supported was probably 
the best thing 

Effect of support How does the support 
benefit the students 
specifically? Why is 
it so important? One person changed 

experience from fearful 
to positive 
Because it is a boarding 
school, you spend more 
time with teachers, so 
you know who supports 
you 

Close relationships 
engender trust and 
support 

This could connect to 
the strengths of 
Catholic education, 
smaller communities 
with closer 
relationships 

There is a close bond so 
you know who you can 
go to for support  
I was supported by 
teachers and coaches; I 
knew they were ok with 
it, but it was never out 
there 

Support in different 
roles 

Students’ lives have 
varied aspects; 
support in each of 
them seems important

People involved meant 
well and individuals 
would have stood 
behind me 

Trust in supportive 
individuals 

What makes students 
confident in this 
statement but not in 
the same statement 
about the school 
individually? 
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People within the 
institution were ok with 
it, but kind of lowkey 

Quiet nature of 
support 

Is this “lowkey” 
support damaging, 
helpful, both?  Why 
do participants feel 
this way? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

Relationship 
between the 

institution and 
individual support 

Support – Ss knew Ts 
who were supportive, 
but never publicly 
addressed it 
There were those 
faculty members but I 
don’t think I ever really 
got that feeling of 
support from the school 
as an institution 

Support from people, 
not from process 

What does the school 
want? Individuals 
acting outside of 
school’s explicit 
messaging? Or 
message emitted from 
school concretely? 

LGBT Ss had to find 
the right people 

Onus on student What toll does this 
have on students’ 
mental energy, 
feelings of safety, 
anxiety, etc.? 

Faculty/staff being 
more explicitly 
supportive could help 
Ss; it could have helped 
me 

Ambiguity of support 

Queer detective work to 
figure out who’s going 
to be ok with me as a a 
person 
Ones struggling in the 
closet are the ones who 
need the support but we 
don’t know who they 
are 

Limits of individual 
support 

The reliance of 
LBGT students on 
the support of 
specific individual 
faculty and staff 
members limits the 
effect of support for 
students who are not 
as connected to those 
individuals.  

Some Ss. have close 
relationships with Ts 
but other’s don’t, so 
where do they go? 
Lack of structured 
support is why we 
should be concerned for 
LGBT youth 
specifically, can be 
damaging 
Not knowing who you 
can trust is very 
specific to Catholic HS 

Lack of trust in 
Catholic institution 

What damage does 
this cause 
emotionally to LGBT 
students? 

There were also people 
that I didn’t want to 
know 

Unsupportive 
individuals 

The logical other side 
of supportive 
individuals is 
unsupportive 
individuals coexisting 
in the institution. 

There were moments I 
didn’t feel welcome by 
individuals or by 
groups of individuals 
I didn’t know who my 
allies were 

Uncertainty, anxiety Damage of 
uncertainty 
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There were members of 
faculty who were more 
explicitly homophobic, 
but the faculty on 
balance were 
supportive 

Hostile individuals What does this say 
about the problem on 
relying solely on 
individual support 
and not having a 
perceived 
institutional stance? 

Realizing other Ss were 
gay was a super 
interesting development 

Presence of LGBT 
students 

Building of 
community within 
community. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

LGBTQ+ 
individuals within 

the school  

Towards Sr. year knew 
that there were more 
queer people; felt a lot 
better because at first I 
felt very isolated 

Community opposed 
to isolation 

How does school 
create/respond to this 
experience?  What 
does this experience 
mean for the school?  

Didn’t know many 
queer people, knew 
some, “a lot of my 
friends” 

Peer relationships Comfort of similarity 
with their friends 
creates meaning 

Queer students had 
queer dominated 
spaces, positive 
experiences 

Strength in numbers, 
creating own safe 
spaces 

Safe spaces that 
arouse out of 
common interests 
rather than school 
programming 

Great to have solidarity 
with other Ss open to 
discussing queer issues 

Positive effect of 
knowing LGBT peers 

How does this 
experience compare 
to the experiences of 
those who have 
alliance or affinity 
groups? How does 
this replace that? 

Made my experience a 
lot better to know there 
were others like me 
Having friends with a 
similar experience was 
helpful 
Friends with other 
LGBT individuals 

Building own 
community 

How does this 
connect to the 
comment made about 
students in the closet 
unable to connect 
with teachers? Do 
they also not connect 
with LGBT peers? 

I realized after speech 
how many people were 
in the same situation 

Present in 
community, but 
quietly 

So many more 
present in the 
community than 
participant realized 

Knew of other Ss and 
Ts who were gay 

Awareness of other 
LGBT individuals 

Nice to see yourself 
in others 

After figuring out T 
was LGBT, felt a lot 
better and more like I 
had a community, 

Positive effect of 
knowing there were 
LGBT faculty 

Does this relate to “It 
Gets Better” 
movement; how does 
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someone I could make 
eye contact with 

this connect to the 
Callaghan claiming 
IGB suggests giving 
up on schools? 

Aided me coming to 
terms with myself in 
the context of the 
Catholic school 
Nice to see queer 
people who did really 
well at their job 

Positive role 
modeling of LGBT 
adults 

Known population – 
versus potential 
representations in 
popular culture 

It might have been 
harder telling someone 
who was straight 

Positive effect of 
LGBT adults 

Solidarity LGBT Ss 
felt with LGBT 
adults whom they 
consider similar; who 
have had similar 
experiences. Does 
school allow/foster 
this solidarity? 

Knowing a teacher was 
gay really helped 
knowing that they went 
through the same things 

The presence Ss and T 
who came out or 
openly mentioned in 
UL meetings helped 

Representation is 
important 

What does it mean 
for faculty to be 
openly out as LGBT 
for youth in the 
school? What does it 
mean vis a vis global 
church? 

Knowing that there 
were faculty members 
who are members of 
the LGBT community 
in teaching and 
coaching positions; it 
helped me with their 
presence 
Having representation 
of LGBT faculty was 
super important 
Knowing the school 
hired/employed people 
who are gay helped 

Employment, 
whereas other schools 
have fired LGBT 
employees 

Does this give Ss 
hope in face of fear? 
Do Ts in this 
situation experience 
fear of being fired? 

 


