Community colleges are among the most diverse
institutions in the American higher education system.
Students across lifestyles, creeds, racial/ethnic
backgrounds, gender groups, ability levels, and
socioeconomic status reflect the legacy of two-year
institutions to provide educational opportunities for many
on the margins of full participation. The preponderance
of community college students seeks this tier of
postsecondary education, as it promises to equalize
educational access across divergent student populations.
Nonetheless, the unique campus climates of community
colleges have not halted marginalization that occurs for
sexual minority students. In this chapter, the authors
trace the dearth of available literature on LGBTQ
students at community colleges, provide a commentary
for future research, and offer action steps for practitioners
in creating visibly inclusive LGBTQ campus
environments.

A Primer on LGBTQ Students at
Community Colleges: Considerations
for Research and Practice

Eboni M. Zamani-Gallaher, Dibya Devika Choudhuri

For over a century, community colleges have provided pathways for post-
secondary educational attainment for the masses, not just the elite mem-
bers of the dominant culture. According to the American Association of
Community Colleges (AACC), 43 percent of all undergraduate students
enrolled in higher education attend a community college (AACC, 2009).
With over 12 million students, community colleges are frequently the insti-
tutions of choice or the only postsecondary opportunity for students from
underrepresented, marginalized groups. In fact, 45 percent of African
American, 45 percent of Asian American, and over half of all Hispanic and
Native American students in postsecondary education are at community
colleges. Hence, two-year institutions have been commonly referred to as

New Directions For Community CoLLeGEs, no. 155, Fall 2011 © 2011 Wiley Periodicals, Inc.
Published online in Wiley Online Library (wileyonlinelibrary.com) ¢ DOI: 10.1002/cc.456 35



36 MARGINALIZED STUDENTS

the “people’s college” and thought to represent “democracy’s doors” allow-
ing entry to participation in postsecondary education for those whose
access has been limited (Cohen & Brawer, 2008).

The landscape of American college students is shifting, given changing
demographics in society at large. Over two-fifths of first-generation college-
going adults, 71 percent of students with disabilities, one-third of nontra-
ditional age (i.e., 25+ years old), and roughly half of students age 50 years
and older attend two-year institutions of higher learning (AACC, 2009;
Barnett & Li, 1997). Community college students are more likely than their
four-year counterparts to work full time, attend school part time, and have
increased concerns regarding college costs (Zamani-Gallaher, Bazile, &
Stevenson, in press).

Clearly, there is pluralism in the background characteristics of com-
munity college students. However, nearly 20 years have passed since Baker
(1991) raised the first documented concern on the needs of homosexual
students at two-year institutions. While the enrollment patterns for the
aforementioned student populations have been well documented, what is
known about LGBTQ students at community colleges is virtually nonexis-
tent. Subsequently, this chapter endeavors to describe the limited literature
on community college LGBTQ students.

LGBTQ Identity and Unlearning Falsehoods

Many myths surrounding homosexuality are often fueled by misinforma-
tion regarding sexual orientation in media portrayals (Besner & Spungin,
1995). Gay men are often portrayed as unable to commit, having difficulty
with long-term relationships, shallow, obsessed with fashion, and always
demonstrating effeminate characteristics. Lesbians are often rendered invis-
ible or portrayed as witches, emasculating bullies, or tomboys with mascu-
line characteristics (Barret & Logan, 2002). Bisexual and transgendered
folk can be demonized or portrayed as freakish. The preceding stereotypes
are pervasive and perpetuate homophobia in society and on college
campuses.

For many marginalized groups, self-definition is important relative to
establishing their collective identity on their own terms. In this chapter, we
have intentionally opted to move beyond the conventional referencing
to lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender as LGBT, to include the queer
identifier. Work by Tierney (1997) and Rhoads (1994) contends that the
identification of queer signals a “sense of pride and openness about one’s
same-sex desires as well as a degree of hostility toward heterosexism”
(Rhoads, 1994, p. 3). Our conscious decision to utilize LGBTQ connotes
our desire to release the muting of LGBTQ issues silenced within many
two-year college environments. Additionally, given the multiplicity of iden-
tities and roles that community college students occupy (e.g., reentry sin-
gle mother, displaced worker, senior citizen, traditional college-goers, etc.),
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we do not assume that there is a monolithic lived experience among
LGBTQ folk. Nor do we assume that sexual identity is situated in a vacuum
from the other microcultural group memberships to which students
belong, construct meaning, or not occupy a segmented position in a differ-
ent postsecondary educational context such as the community college
(Zamani-Gallaher et al., in press). In sum, the term queer challenges het-
eronormativity and privileged positionality, providing a prism for examin-
ing student development across multiple identities (Abes & Kasch, 2007;
Farell, Gupta, & Queen, 2005; Renn & Bilodeau, 2005). However, there is
a wide variance in the literature in the use of terminology to reference
these populations, and some shifts may occur as we report and review cur-
rent literature.

Roughly five years ago, I (i.e., Zamani-Gallaher) found it particularly
disconcerting to have one of my advisees employed at a community college
as an academic advisor disclose her concerns over her colleagues’ response
to an openly gay student. This was the story she shared:

While sharing an office space with another advisor, she overheard the
advisor’s meeting with a student. The student shared that he had come out
to his parents and had been kicked out of the house. He expressed his dis-
tress at being disowned by his parents and his inability to focus on studying
for his final exams. Prior to this, he explained that he had maintained a
solid B average throughout the semester. He wanted to know what his
options were from the advisor. The advisor’s response was, “Are you sure
you are gay?” The student perplexedly replied that he had shared his com-
ing out story only because he felt it was relevant background so she would
not think he was just blowing off the final exam. The advisor then said, “I
can assist you if you want out of this gayness. Otherwise, I can refer you to
someone who can assist you, given that homosexuality contradicts my reli-
gious beliefs.”

My student was not the only one disturbed by this exchange. It
dawned on me to search for literature that pertained to LGBTQ students on
two-year campuses after hearing about what I considered discriminatory.
The literature search generated few writings related to LGBTQ students in
community colleges. Ivory (2005) was among the couple of publications
that could be located. In fact, Ivory stated, “fewer than six articles have
been published regarding this population” (2005, p. 61). More distressing
is that there have been no additional publications (i.e., empirical, theoreti-
cal, or applied) in the past five years since Ivory recommended that research
is sorely absent to inform student affairs professionals on the need to fur-
ther their understanding of sexual minorities at community colleges.

Negative LGBTQ Affect and Campus Climate Concerns

While a [nursing| student at a community college I was approached by my
clinical instructor in my final semester and was asked: “Why are you a
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homosexual?” For several weeks after that encounter, it was like walking on
eggshells. I received a copy of my mid-semester evaluation, it contained vari-
ous references to my homosexuality and the potential problems associated
with it, i.e., AIDS, STDs, potential attraction to patients of the same sex, and
the potential for improper sexual conduct. (Renn, 2000, p. 131)

The preceding quote is one of the few negative exchanges docu-
menting LGBTQ student in-class experiences at a community college.
Institutional characteristics matter, and the need to know about the aca-
demic and social integration of LGBTQ students is critical to understanding
their overall student satisfaction, psychosocial well-being, retention, and
matriculation. For this reason, institutional type relative to the purposeful
study of both two- and four-year campuses is a major oversight in the cur-
rent literature. Community colleges and their students are often on the
periphery of higher education (Townsend, Donaldson, & Wilson, 2005).
However, two-year institutional contexts must be considered relevant in
constructing knowledge about LGBTQ students and augmenting the extant
literature. All told, the research examining institutional characteristics by
institutional control (public or private), geographic variation, or special
population colleges (i.e., historically Black colleges and universities;
Hispanic-serving institutions of higher learning; tribal colleges; and single-
sex institutions) is lacking.

In what can be considered the lone data-driven publication on LGBTQ
and community colleges, 484 community college students were surveyed
on homophobia (Franklin, 1998). While the unit of analysis still was not
the LGBTQ student, cutting-edge research provided a glimpse into the hos-
tile hallways that exist at two-year institutions. There are parallels that can
be drawn between two- and four-year contexts as the challenges LGBTQ
collegians face may not be mutually exclusive and bear some overlap.

The prevailing studies on campus climate for LGBTQ students is par-
tial, as it narrowly addresses identity development, sexual harassment, vio-
lence, campus climate, and anti-affect toward LGBTQ with undergraduates
at four-year colleges (Abes & Kasch, 2007; Evans, 2002; Rankin, 2003;
Renn & Bilodeau, 2005; Rhoads, 1994; Sanlo, 2005; Wall & Evans, 1999;
Wilkerson, Brooks, & Ross, 2010). Recently, at Houston Community
College, a 29-year-old gay transgendered man, Lance Reyna. was believed
to be the target of an armed robbery during Gay Pride week. He was
approached in the restroom by the assailant and told, “Hey queer, I need
you to be quiet, cooperate, and give me all your valuables.” Reyna fought
back and was beaten, suffering a concussion (Cerota, 2010).

In April 2009, student leaders at American River College in
Sacramento, California, passed a resolution opposing a nationally organized
day of silent demonstration in support of gay rights. The resolution states
that the demonstration was an attempt to intimidate and harass religious
students from expressing their views on homosexuality. Following the
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passage, students galvanized in response to the antigay religious coalition,
subsequently voting the right-wing religious conservative students at the
community college out of office.

The inadequate coverage of open hostility against LGBTQ students at
community colleges engenders a lack of awareness about the campuses with
hostile hallways and the campus climates that are laudable in their efforts to
have inclusive climates. The 2010 Campus Pride LGBT-Friendly Campus
Climate Index Report of Colleges is a national assessment tool comprised of
over 50 self-assessment questions for institutions interested in promoting a
welcoming environment for LGBTQ students (this report uses LGBT as the
term of choice and in the interests of accuracy, we conform to this termino-
logy in reviewing the report). The assessment aligns with eight different
LGBT-friendly factors (i.e., LGBT policy inclusion, LGBT support and insti-
tutional commitment, LGBT student life, LGBT academic life, LGBT housing,
LBGT campus safety, LGBT counseling and health, and LGBT recruitment
and retention) (Campus Pride, 2010). Each of the 237 institutions profiled
are rated using a five-star scoring system, with a five-star rating reflective of
progressive campuses with inclusive policies, programs, and practices for
LGBT students. Only 12 of the 237 institutions cataloged are community col-
leges. Averaging a mean rating of two out of five stars, six of the 12 commu-
nity colleges are located in small cities in five different states with 5,000 to
6,000 students. Two of the community colleges are in large urban areas—one
with 3,000 students, ranking two out of five stars on the East Coast, and the
other on the West Coast with 18,000 students coming in at four out of five
stars. The remaining four featured in the LGBT Campus Climate Index are
situated in medium-sized cities, with three institutions in the Midwest aver-
aging two out of five stars, while the only medium-sized community college
rating four out of five stars was on the West Coast.

Also of note, Campus Pride conducted the first national study of LGBT
students slated for release in fall 2010. Item 33 of the questionnaire asks
whether students attend a two- or four-year college. Two-hundred fifty-
three collegians indicated attending a two-year institution, representing 4.9
percent of those responding (S. Rankin, personal communication, August
13, 2010). However, it is not discernable whether student respondents were
concurrently enrolled at both two- and four-year colleges or if there had
been vertical or reverse transfer among respondents that may shape their
perceptions of campus climate for LGBT students (S. Rankin, personal
communication, September 6, 2010). It is questionable whether commu-
nity college leaders desire to advance caring-inclusive, LGBTQ climates at
their respective campuses. There are more than 100 LGBT resource centers
staffed at four-year colleges in Canada and the United States. In contrast, a
single, formally staffed LGBT resource center exists at a community college
(National Consortium of Directors of LGBT Resources in Higher Education,
2005 as cited by Villareal, 2009). Not surprisingly, it is dubious whether
there are safe spaces on two-year campuses.
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Only 7 of 219 colleges that offer a safe zone or allies program are com-
munity colleges (Tubbs, 2005). In a recent review of the AACC web site,
using the search term LGBTQ, merely seven results were generated, three of
which correspond with the forthcoming Welcoming Community Colleges
Initiatives sponsored by the Academy for Educational Development,
the Human Rights Campaign, and the National Council on Student
Development. The collaborative is four-pronged, seeking to:

1. Increase awareness and build a baseline of knowledge of institutional
policies, practices, and partnerships that promote or detract from LGBT
students’ educational success.

2. Identify and address barriers for strengthening postsecondary outcomes
for LGBT community college students.

3. Develop technical assistance tools and guidance that will help to
promote and sustain institutional change.

4. Implement and evaluate a model of policies, practices, and partnerships
that create a Welcoming Community College (Welcoming Community
Colleges Initiative, 2008, p. 2).

From Theory to Practice: Sexual Identity Development
and Student Support Services

One of the important aspects of having a theoretical underpinning for ser-
vices offered to any category of student is that it can inform us about our
underlying assumptions that in turn infuse the services we offer. Most stu-
dent services offered to sexual minority students have been framed in sex-
ual identity formation theory, but focusing on the coming-out process as
proposed by Cass (Reynolds & Hanjorgiris, 2000). In the best known of
these models, Cass (1979) identified six stages of a common gay and les-
bian identity formation that moved from a pregay to a gay identity through
the stages of confusion, comparison, tolerance, acceptance, pride, and syn-
thesis. This model was derived from clinical and empirical data and
grounded in interpersonal congruency theory, assuming that identity was
acquired through a developmental process, and that the locus lay in the
interaction process between persons and their environment. However, a
critique of models such as this was for subsuming lesbian identity develop-
ment under the rubric of gay identity and being based primarily on data
from White, middle-aged males (Barret & Logan, 2002). Weinberg,
Williams, and Pryor (1994) proposed a model of bisexual identity develop-
ment based on three stages. Yet no empirically derived model has been
proposed to account for the complicated process of moving through trans-
gender identity development.

As mentioned by Ivory (2005), the coming-out process has been seen
as crucial for LGBTQ students. However, this assumption is based on a
developmental model of a traditional-aged student, leaving home for the
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first time, in the stages of moving through late adolescence into provisional
early adulthood. Developmental tasks of differentiation and the Eriksonian
task of identity assumption versus identity confusion are associated with
college students.

A significant portion of the community college population consists of
students in a position such as the aforementioned. However, there are also
important populations of students who are in very different life stages than
traditional-age collegians (i.e., 18-24 years of age). For example, there are
students firmly in adulthood who are juggling full-time work, parenthood,
and academics, as well as students in middle adulthood who are returning
for retraining and new skill attainment after being out of the workforce.
Thus, the spaces they occupy in the sexual identity development contin-
uum will be very different, with a need for different kinds of services. It
seems necessary to account for the complexity and diversity of needs with
a theoretical framework that is as complex.

A multidimensional model of sexual identity development developed
by Worthington, Savoy, Dillon, and Vernaglia (2002) demonstrates the
complexity of these processes for all persons even though the model
focuses on heterosexual identity development. The model incorporates six
biopsychosocial influences and six dimensions of individual identity, which
interact with aspects of group membership identity and attitudes toward
sexual minorities. In this model, Worthington et al. (2002) distinguish
between sexual identity as a comprehensive process regarding one’s identity
as a sexual being versus sexual orientation identity regarding acceptance
and recognition of one’s sexual orientation. The biopsychosocial dimen-
sions include biological factors, the microsocial context, gender norms and
socialization, culture, and religious orientation, as well as the systemic
homonegativity and sexual prejudice toward LGBTQ populations.

More pertinently to the community college student population, the
model also describes an interactive developmental process that can occur
both consciously and unconsciously at all stages in the model, and is not
linear in progression through stages or tied to any specific age: (1) unex-
plored commitment, describing acceptance of microsocial and societal man-
dates for prescribed gender and sexual behavior roles and avoidance of
sexual self-exploration; (2) active exploration, where there is purposeful
exploration, evaluation, or experimentation (cognitive, affective, or behav-
ioral) of sexual needs, values, orientation, or preferences for activities,
characteristics in partners, or sexual expression; (3) diffusion, which may
resemble the active exploration but lacks goal-directed intentionality, and
is more likely to be chaotic or reactive and often arises from crisis; moving
to (4) deepening and commitment as needs, values, modes, and expressions
of sexual preferences and characteristics are identified; and (5) synthesis,
characterized by congruence and consistency between both individual
identity and development. Using the Worthington et al. (2002) Sexual
Identity Model, we contend that educators and counselors can take action
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Table 4.1. Choudhuri & Zamani-Gallaher Modification of Sexual
Identity Development: Considerations for College Student Personnel

Developmental Stage  Student Needs/Challenges  Student Personnel Actions/Services

Unexplored Social image and roles Information, welcoming
commitment environment
Invitations for exploration and
learning
Active exploration Social networking and Socialization opportunities
connections; silence, Support groups
invisibility, obstacles, Clubs and social organizations
and secrets Faculty and staff models, mentors,
and allies
Diffusion Discrimination; broken Hate crimes protocols and policies
relationships Supportive services
Counseling services
Deepening and Leadership Student leadership training
commitment opportunities and Social organizations
advocacy Connecting academic and personal
passion
Synthesis Disconnect with self and ~ Academic projects that utilize
learning personal learning

Opportunities to teach and lead

and provide targeted services that align with the needs and challenges fac-
ing LGBTQ students at community college campuses. Table 4.1 presents
preliminary actions and services that can integrate with the various stages
of the sexual identity development process. Please note that a more exhaus-
tive list of action steps are offered later in this chapter.

Petitioning Future Research

There is a clear need for increased research on LGBTQ students. To under-
stand the educational and supportive needs of LGBTQ students, it is essen-
tial to have empirical data that is demographic, historical, and longitudinal.
Many LGBTQ students choose not to identify themselves as such in student
surveys and on campus forms. As more surveys and forms commonly
include questions on sexual orientation and gender identity, and campuses
protect students’ privacy, LGBTQ students may be more responsive and
identify themselves more readily.

Renn (2010) argues that the available literature on LGBTQ in higher
education is short on theoretical and methodological muster in addition to
failing to apply queer theory as a useful lens to understand the realities of
LGBTQ students. However, although Renn felt that the bulk of studies were
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campus climate related, she contends climate studies are still necessary.
This is especially true of climate studies that look across multiple identities,
infuse globalization, and employ large-scale survey research methods.
Nonetheless, the research on LGBTQ folk, their challenges, and concerns is
so scant that, arguably, more research, whether quantitative or qualitative
on campus climate, on identity, or attitudinal related, should be
welcomed.

Choudhuri (2003) suggests, “Social identities are complex and multi-
ple, intersecting with each other as with the context and the shifting mean-
ings ascribed to them by both the perceiver and the perceived” (p. 270).
Given the relative absence or superficial treatment of bisexual and trans-
gender students in general, this suggests a strong case for qualitative
research in particular to ascertain their experiences. Moreover, given the
diverse students at community colleges, it is open to question if LGBTQ
student development can be understood divorced from other aspects of
identity such as age, class, disability, ethnicity, gender, nationality, race, and
religion (Berila & Choudhuri, 2005).

Professionals serious about constructing a climate of care for sexual
minority students can take a crack at securing external funding for LGBTQ
programming on their campus. By undertaking grant writing opportunities,
there can be initial funding for sponsoring professional development initia-
tives, action research, and to establish improved support services at
two-year institutions. This could initiate a paradigm shift from silence and
invisibility to campuses that echo ethos of care for sexual minorities. One
such source is the LGBTQ Funders organization that provides a searchable
database and online directory of funding agents supporting work on
LGBTQ issues. Additionally, through securing outside funding, administra-
tors, faculty, and staff committed to creating climates of inclusion for
LGBTQ students could also embark on practitioner scholarship by engag-
ing in action research that would generate best practices in student services
for LGBTQ collegians to be shared with other two-year college educators.

Stepping Up Student Support Services for LGBTQ Collegians

In community colleges, the response to sexual minority student needs has
often been a resounding silence. Even though there may be a student orga-
nization on campus or an office that addresses those needs, LGBTQ student
services mostly tend to be absent rather than present in two-year colleges
(Ivory, 2005). Student support services at community colleges must move
beyond striving to duplicate and offer services akin to those at traditional
four-year institutions in several ways. As pointed out previously, the com-
position of students at two-year institutions is different, bringing unique
needs and requiring a more multifaceted, complex set of responses. In most
cases, many of these responses are already present, though applied differ-
ently than to LGBTQ students.
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A case in point is that many community colleges actively respond to
the needs of commuter students who interact on campus for short periods
rather than having a residential tenure. Technological advances have
allowed some community college students to engage actively online as
institutions have created an online presence (e.g., via advertising, registra-
tion, orientation, and online course offerings). As a result, students can join
in the campus community remotely from wherever they are rather than
only engaging in person or extracting a sense of community that requires
being on campus. For LGBTQ students, this can be a fortunate thing. If the
college web site addresses LGBTQ issues openly and accessibly, there is a
sense of welcome. Both heterosexual and LGBTQ students will get the mes-
sage about the stance of the institution that in turn leads to greater open-
ness and safety in the overall environment.

One advantage of the benefits of technology is that students who are in
the early stages of coming out or who are heterosexual but have LGBTQ
friends can access information that will be helpful in their identity forma-
tion without in any way judging or steering their development. Similar to
fact sheets and FAQs developed on other topics, the web site can offer dedi-
cated links to the coming-out process, socialization experiences, available
supportive services, services for allies, and so on. Additionally, while face-
to-face socializing opportunities are necessary, online interaction offers
anonymity and safety. If there is space available for listservs or dedicated
blogs, students may participate in much higher numbers than if they have
to publicly congregate in an observable location. Given the composite and
age-varied nature of students attending two-year institutions, socialization
opportunities need to be varied. Evening events may not work for those
with family responsibilities, while those who commute long distances may
prefer events that can be scheduled around their class times.

One way to break the silence on sexual orientation and its accompany-
ing social messages, confusions, and reactivity is to frame an institutional
statement of inclusion and acceptance. This should be accompanied with a
well-understood protocol for dealing with incidents of discrimination and
hatred. Before incidents happen, student affairs administrators should be
confident in their approach and the policies. It is important that such poli-
cies should not be solely judicial in their scope and approach, but involve
means of communicating to the institutional community, spreading mes-
sages of acceptance that contradict any discriminatory reactions, as well as
respond affirmatively to programs and educational initiatives. This is of
great benefit not just to LGBTQ students who may be impacted, but also to
students of diverse identities who may have been impacted by oppression
and read the messages sent by the institution as broadly affirming.

Students who have come to an understanding of their identity and
comfort are often passionate advocates and strong leaders if given the
opportunity to become involved. Training for student leaders that addresses
diversity leadership and welcoming their involvement while supporting
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their efforts is a critical piece in fostering lifelong leaders. The student
leader, the student population, the institution, and the community will
benefit from efforts in this area.

Some returning adult students may be perfectly content to have socializa-
tion opportunities in their home communities, while seeing the college solely
as a site for learning. Here is where having faculty and staff allies who can
assist with projects, as well as mentor and advise students on ways to combine
their personal lives with their new learning, can be extremely beneficial. They
serve as role models and can be extremely influential in the life of a student,
sometimes making a significant impact on the retention and success of a stu-
dent. Mature students’ life experiences, when respected and incorporated into
their new learning, can make significant differences in their ability to be con-
fident and competent, as well as make them feel that they are connecting the
various pieces of their life toward integration rather than diffusion.

Under every circumstance, leadership ought to be in front, taking on
an activist stance to respond to need (Zamani-Gallaher, Green, Brown, &
Stovall, 2009). Hence, college student personnel need to think “OUTside”
of the box in meeting the needs of LGBTQ students that have gone unno-
ticed in the literature and in many community college environments. We
have outlined action steps in Table 4.2 illustrating the necessity for institu-
tional, faculty, staff, and administrative commitments to foster inclusive
campus climates.

Conclusion

The existing literature on LGBTQ students largely documents sexual iden-
tity development of students on four-year campuses. To date, there are no
published studies that squarely focus on LGBTQ students who attend com-
munity colleges. More specifically, literature that explores the viewpoints,
reflections, coping strategies, and the impact that community colleges have
in shaping the experiences of LGBTQ students on two-year campuses is
nonexistent.

Community college personnel should call to question how they could
be increasingly responsive, reflective practitioners in meeting the needs of
marginalized student populations at two-year institutions. Considerations
for increasing individual and institutional levels of support for LGBTQ mat-
ters on campus can be actualized through the creation of an action plan
that instills personal and college accountability for improving the climate
and sense of community afforded to LGBTQ students.
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