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For heterosexuals living in a heteronormative society—one in which the default or assumed sexual orientation is heterosexuality—fluid synthesis of personal and professional lives may occur without forethought. Heteronormative environments foster heterosexual privilege, meaning that because heterosexual orientation is an accepted societal norm, heterosexual employees can more easily dovetail their personal and professional lives without fear of offending others (Allen, 1995; Bergonzi, 2009; Natale Abramo, 2011). The integration of personal and professional persona may not be so simple for member of the lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender (LGBT) community, for whom negotiations surrounding their sexual orientation in the workplace involve daily decisions, evaluations, and, too often, lies and fear. In general workplaces are heteronormative environments (Dankmeijer, 1993; Gusmano, 2008) that may not be equally welcoming for gay and lesbian employees (Croteau, 1996). A significant part of this identity negotiation involves decisions regarding “coming out of the closet” in the workplace-- decisions about how, when, why and with whom to share LGBT status.

Review of Literature

 “Coming Out” in the Workplace
 
Complex factors influence disclosure decisions in the workplace (Croteau, 1996; Day & Schoenrade, 1997; Gorski, Davis, & Reiter, 2013; Gusmano, 2008; Rostosky & Riggle, 2002; Schneider, 1986; Ward & Winstanley, 2005). Ward & Winstanley (2005) analyzed the coming out stories of employees from six organizations, viewing disclosure as a reiterative process that must happen over and over during an employee’s tenure. Some gay employees have experienced negative consequences while attempting to disclose their sexual orientation in previous work situations (Day & Schoenrade, 1997; Furman, 2012; Schneider, 1986; Talbot & Hendricks, in press). Fear of discrimination may prevent gay employees from discussing their sexual orientation at work (Day & Schoenrade, 1997; Waldo & Kemp, 1997). 

 
Organizations and authority figures can easily take steps to improve working conditions for LGBT employees. For example, LGBT employees with an LGBT mentor report higher levels of job satisfaction (Haywood, 2011; Hebl, Tonidandel, & Ruggs, 2012; Sweet & Paparo, in press; Talbot & Hendricks, in press; Taylor, 2011), and workplace non-discrimination policies make it easier for employees to be open about their sexuality at work (Rostosky & Riggle, 2002). Because such policies vary greatly between school districts, cities, and states, many LGBT teachers fear discrimination and job loss if they open up about their sexuality at school (Bergonzi, 2009; Bliss & Harris, 1998; Croteau, 1996; Griffin, 1991; Hynes, 2012; Jackson, 2006; Schneider, 1986; Woods & Harbeck, 1992). 

Gay teachers navigate complex political landscapes influenced by the political realities and, sometimes, troublesome subtexts of school culture. They continually interact with people who may be extremely supportive or vehemently anti-gay. Gay educators also work with children in a society where negative stereotypes linking the words “gay” and “pedophile” loom large (Endo, Reece-Miller, & Santavicca, 2010; Khayatt, 1997; Schneider, 1986; Taylor, 2011). In her essay on “coming out” in the classroom, Khayatt (1997) wrote, “A teacher’s coming out to students by its very nature is an allusion to sexual matters, and is consequently considered outside the realm of what is appropriate for children to know or discuss” (p. 130). When gay teachers are forthright about their sexual orientation, it may create complicated social situations among colleagues and may even impact their perceived effectiveness in the classroom (Russ, Simonds, & Hunt, 2002).
Furman (2012) wrote of LGBT teachers navigating the intersection of their personal and professional worlds. Jackson (2006) refers to this process as “negotiating the closet door” (p. 27), which more accurately depicts the daily internal deliberation many gay teachers experience than does “coming out of the closet.” In her study of LGBT educators, Griffin (1991) maintains that “coming out” occurs on a continuum: from “passing” (attempting to take on heterosexual characteristics) and  “covering” (subduing one’s true self with others around), to being “implicitly out” and “explicitly out” (p. 194). Inherent in this continuum is the fact that coming out “was not a single event, or even a single process in these educators’ lives. Going to work was like taking several journeys all at the same time; these participants were in different places with different people in school” (Griffin, 1991, p. 200). Similarly, based upon a qualitative study of nine gay and lesbian educators, Jackson (2007) suggests a non-linear continuum including the following stages: pre-teaching (before one begins teaching), closeted teaching (beginning a new position without coming out), and post-coming out phase (including gay poster child and authentic self sub-phases) (Jackson, 2007, p. 42-45). 

 Identity Issues in LGBT Music Educators

Few researchers have explored the question of gay and lesbian teacher identity in the music education context, though two recent symposia have furthered dialogue about LGBT issues in music education (DeNardo & Legutki et al., 2011). In Sweet and Paparo’s study (in press), pre-service student teachers discussed the dichotomy between a yearning for honesty and the ramifications following disclosure of their sexual orientation in a school setting. In a phenomenological case study of four gay music teachers, Haywood’s (2011) participants expressed varying opinions about being out at school; responses ranged from simply “not out to students” to “Honestly I consider coming out an integral part of being true to myself…” (p. 5). This disparity personifies the variety of opinions among gay teachers and calls for further study of disclosure negotiation.


 Recent studies from the music education literature focused specifically on the experiences of gay and lesbian band directors (Furman, 2012; Haywood, 2011; Natale Abramo, 2011; Taylor, 2011). Taylor’s (2011) exploration of ten gay band directors explored decisions regarding “coming out” to colleagues, parents, and students and how these decisions impacted interactions with said groups. Participants expressed divergent views, but generally agreed that disclosure to colleagues enhanced relationships while admission of gay identity to students and parents is more complicated. 





Several music education studies have explored the experience of gay and lesbian instrumental teachers. Natale Abramo’s (2011) study centered on Chris, a gay band director whose experience illustrates the notion of the closet as a place where one is silenced (Sedgwick, 1990). Chris identified the image of “teacher as chameleon” (p. 7) to describe this multifaceted nature of his teacher identity in the school environment. Furman’s (2012) in-depth study of three lesbian instrumental music educators explored the relationship and intersection between their personal and professional lives. As with the participants in Natale Abramo’s (2011) study, the four participants held vastly differing views and opinions. One participant even lost a job due to her sexual identity and therefore disclosed her lesbian identity and relationship to administrators before she accepted her current position. 


While these studies focused on the experiences of gay and lesbian band directors specifically, little research on the experiences of gay vocal and general music teachers exists. In an effort to improve music teacher education and further the ongoing sociocultural dialogue exploring lived experiences of LGBT music teachers, the purpose of this multiple case study was to explore experiences of gay in-service vocal/general music educators. Though much of the literature deals with the LBGT community as one entity, for the purposes of the present study, I limited the scope of this study to the experiences of gay men. The original research questions were:
· What factors influence decisions about disclosure of sexual orientation at school for gay vocal/general music educators?
· What tools/strategies (if any) did participants’ music teacher education programs provide regarding LGBT issues?  If so, were they helpful? Why?
· How has the sexual orientation of the participants affected their ability to connect with members of the school community? 
During data collection, as themes began to emerge, I added two additional research questions that helped guide ensuing interviews and coding:

· What impact does having a significant other play in disclosure at school?
· Where do gay teachers go for advice and support regarding disclosure issues?
Researcher Lens


My experiences as a gay vocal music teacher followed many years of hearing anti-gay comments during my experiences in my own K-12 education and as an undergraduate student. During my first four years of teaching in a large urban school district on the west coast, I heard homophobic slurs from students on a regular basis. These experiences made me feel uncomfortable and less safe at work and encouraged me to construct walls around my true self, sturdy walls that have been difficult to dismantle.  


While teaching at a large urban performing arts high school, I became the faculty sponsor of the student gay-straight alliance. While I never made a declarative statement about my gay identity to students, this was my way of “coming out” at school. I read story after story about teachers successfully coming out directly to their students (Jennings, 1994) but I never felt comfortable doing so. More recently, as a music teacher at a small independent private school on the east coast, I indirectly came out to the seventh- and eighth-grade students during a presentation on bullying and choosing words carefully. No student ever spoke with me about my disclosure, but it changed the way I interacted with students. My honesty created a small opening in the wall that I had built around me—and the scenery on the other side was beautiful. While it is true that being gay is only one part of who I am, it does color the way in which I see the world and influences the way that I navigate social relationships, professional relationships, and career choices. My feelings of ‘otherness’ have permeated my life and my teaching career. My hope is that this study will add to the ongoing dialogue surrounding LGBT issues in music education and help alleviate some of the fear gay teachers feel about being themselves—unabashedly—at school.

Method

Research Design/Data Collection

I chose a case study design to explore this topic, as this is an in-depth analysis of one “system” within a specified context (Merriam, 1998). This study allowed two participants to share their thoughts about and experiences with disclosure of their gay identity at school. Participants were chosen purposefully, using what Patton (1990) terms intensity sampling. Both participants are both colleagues and personal friends to me who had disclosed their gay identity to me. In an effort to provide divergent perspectives, these two participants differ in terms of: grade levels taught, type of music courses taught, age, length of teaching career, and geographical location. 
Data collection took place over a period of four months.  During this time, I interviewed each participant twice via the video conferencing program Skype™; each interview was 30 to 40 minutes in length. I recorded all Skype™ interviews using a program called Screenflick, which creates a screen capture video of the computer screen.  Having access to these videos allowed me to better interpret participants’ body language and facial expression, which allowed for more meaningful transcription and a deeper understanding of the content therein. Follow-up questions were devised based on emerging themes and preliminary codes. These follow-up questions were e-mailed to the participants, and they responded in writing. 

The constant comparison method guided the coding process (Merriam, 1998). Coding occurred in three phases. I began writing specific words, topics, and quotes from the transcripts in the left margin of the transcript. Second, ideas from this initial list were grouped by category in the right margin. Finally, I analyzed and grouped the phrases and notes from the right margin into yet broader themes. During this process I utilized a combination of descriptive and in vivo coding (Saldaña, 2013). 

Trustworthiness was a guiding concern. Peer review of codes by a colleague with similar research interests and consultation with a second qualitative researcher helped clarify emergent themes and codes (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Member checks of interview transcripts and case descriptions allowed participants to ensure that their words were being represented accurately (Creswell, 2007), and one participant requested minor grammatical changes. 

Case Descriptions
Tall, gregarious, and animated, Caleb Powell
 is a White teacher in his mid-30s.  He grew up in a military family and lived in several states and abroad while growing up, eventually landing in a non-diverse suburban community in the eastern United States where he also attended high school. The son of a piano teacher, Caleb grew up reveling in and playing music.  Significant experiences in secondary choral and instrumental ensembles including marching band prompted his initial decision to study music education in college with hopes of becoming a band director. Following powerful choral experiences in high school and college, Caleb completed his bachelor’s degree with vocal emphasis. He taught high school choir and music theory in the Mid-Atlantic region of the United States for four years, then left to teach middle school choir in a different school in the same region, where he is is currently in his seventh year. Caleb is pursuing a master’s degree in choral music education via a summer master’s program.

Sam Flores is a 24-year-old elementary music educator in a medium sized city in the American southwest. This is his first year teaching K-5 general music and choir after a year teaching work skills to special needs high school students in the same district. A Hispanic first-generation college student, Sam identifies education as an important factor in his life. Sam has always appreciated being challenged and identifies those teachers and coaches who challenged him as his most influential. After his upbringing in a small Southwest community he describes as “very Hispanic and Latino populated,” Sam moved to a large city in the Southwest where he attended high school and sang with a well-respected youth chorus.  

Findings

Analysis uncovered several broad categories related to negotiating the closet door at school. These topics are encompassed in the following four emergent themes regarding identity negotiation: (1) “Coming out,” Relationships, and Silence, (2) Bullying and Mentorship, (3) LGBT issues and Music Teacher Education, and (4) Privilege. 
“Coming out,” Relationships, and Silence
Caleb and Sam’s choices regarding level of openness at school have guided subsequent disclosure decisions. Caleb was not planning to disclose his gay identity at school when: a staff member asked him about it unexpectedly. 
I’m out to… [long pause] pretty much any faculty member that I [pause] work closely with. Two years ago, I walked into school one morning and the admin. secretary—it was actually pretty early in the day (I was really, really early for some reason). There was no one else in the office except her and… she looks at me—this was my fifth year teaching—she looks at me and is like, “Caleb… you’re gay, right?” And I was like, “yes.” [laughs] And she said, [speaking quickly] “Ok, good. Ok, so my son just came out to me this past weekend and I just told him I love him and I’m going to support him and I wanted to make sure that that was the right thing to say.” And I’m like, “You couldn’t have said anything better!” That was that. I was out.
Caleb believes this conversation and what it symbolized changed his relationships with colleagues “for the better:”

Before that, I didn’t really hang out with teachers. I didn’t go to the happy hours. I always got invites like to the Halloween party but I never wanted to go because I didn’t want to bring Greg [my partner] because I didn’t know how that would be perceived. But then when she sort of [clicking sound] opened the door, I was like, “Ok, if she knows, everybody else does too.” And so, we started hanging out—Greg and I would go. And so, because I could say, “Greg, my partner da da da da da,” it’s just so much easier to be friends with people, you know… to be friendly. So yeah, I was grateful that she did it.
Sam began teaching at a new school this school year and shared details about his personal life, including his gay orientation, before the school year began. He used this disclosure as a litmus test to see if this was a work environment in which he would feel comfortable.

I think it was important to come out to my administrator early on so they didn’t feel surprised in any way and for me to understand what kind of situation I was going into: to see if they were supportive. If they didn’t mind whatsoever, see if this was going to cause some kind of problem for the rest of the year, and at least I knew what kind of situation I was going into. 

Sam’s age and lived experiences fueled his motivation for being so direct. 

[T]he more people come out the more accepting the world becomes, so I feel that it’s part of my obligation to be one of those people as well.  I feel that I shouldn’t be afraid anymore. And, I’m tired of beating around the bush for things like that, and I don’t feel like I should be afraid to do that anymore-- I don’t think that I should have that fear in my life… And, I don’t know, I feel much more myself at the school -- I feel myself-- at the workplace. I really wouldn’t feel that I had a genuine working relationship with any of the teachers if I hadn’t come out to them, especially the special area teachers who I know and love.
Despite the strength of his conviction, Sam does not feel comfortable being open with students: “I've never really felt the need to disclose my gay identity to my students. Personally, I would rather my students know me as their teacher” [Written follow-up].


As discussed by Dankmeijer (1993), Sam and Caleb, like most gay teachers, are “out” to different facets of the school population. The prospect of “coming out” to students makes the intersection of their personal and professional lives much more complicated. Neither participant feels that coming out directly to students is advisable. Caleb describes how his gay identity silences him while conversing with students: 

I can’t say, when my kids say, “So, Mr. Powell, what did you do this weekend?” I can’t say, “I went hiking with my partner.” I can’t say that. And I know that…. the way that a female teacher could say, “I went hiking with my husband.” ‘Cause that’s…. it’s just two completely different things. And as a teacher who happens to be gay, I recognize that that, right now, is the professional way to go…. with my students…who are still forming their own opinions about uh, all sorts of things—racial issues, sexual orientation… and right now their opinions are probably aligned with their parents.  Who knows what their parents think. So, I just, I don’t go there.
Caleb’s assertion that, “it’s just two completely different things” exemplifies the ‘other’ status that gay and lesbian teachers feel, and this tendency toward secrecy and silence may present serious roadblocks to bonding with students. Caleb said, “I would say that I’m pretty close with my kids and that that one thing keeps me from being closer. Like [pause] I definitely keep my kids at a little bit of a distance.” 

 Before a teacher can form strong relationships, it is vital he/she be respected both as a competent practitioner and caring adult (Payne, 2008). During student teaching, Sam worked with a teacher who is openly gay with virtually everyone, including students. He describes how that teacher is well respected—as a music educator and a person.

I have to think that they know [that he’s gay]. And they love him. The kids adore him

and everything he does – I mean, he’s a great, great music educator, so I don’t think there’s any reason not to like him… but they don’t seem to have any objection to him whatsoever. They take him as who he is. 

Caleb discussed his confidence about being a valued faculty member. Still, he remains fearful.

I don’t think anyone, homophobic or not, would ever try to [get me fired]. I’ve built too strong a reputation to have my sexual orientation be a factor in that. That said, I’m still not prepared to jump in those waters.
Societal Expectations. Both participants feel that the pressure of societal norms have influenced their coming out decisions and processes affected their coming out decisions and processes. Caleb expressed a desire to be a role model to students who may be questioning their sexual orientation and help them to see that gay identity need not inexorably change one’s life.
I would love for that kid to know that I’m gay to see that: I have a job, I have a normal life, I have a good relationship with somebody, I have friends… everything is normal. Everything is the same as it is for anyone else.
Sam had similar feelings but framed his thoughts as a rejection of stereotypes:

I feel like there’s a big stereotype of gay male music educators in general, so I don’t like dealing with that stereotype. When I do come out to people, I sometimes get the look that says, “Oh yeah, of course, you’re the music teacher.” And, of course, now there’s a mainstream sitcom gay male music educator on Modern Family. 

Caleb and Sam desire the same treatment as heterosexual teachers who can more easily create their ‘teacher persona’ free from the shackles of preconceived notions about how they should act, speak, dress, and live. Here we see heterosexual privilege in action, as teachers who fit the “normal” orientation (heterosexuality) can use anecdotes from their personal lives to improve and enrich their relationships with student, an approach not necessarily open to gay teachers.
Anti-discrimination Policies. The presence (or lack) of district, city, and state anti-discrimination policies affected the disclosure decisions of both participants. For Caleb, lack of legal protection fuels incessant worry.

There is no anti-discrimination clause in [my] county, so if they wanted to, they could fire somebody for being gay. Whether that would happen or not, I don’t know. But… they could, and that is always in the back of my mind. 

Sam has a vastly different opinion about the power of anti-discrimination policies.  Noting societal shifts, such as the current debate about ENDA (the Employment Non-Discrimination Act) in Congress, he is confident he would be protected even without explicit legal protection:

I had assumed that there was no protection available in [the state], but given the current social circumstance I knew that if there ever was a problem, I think I would actually be more protected than the law allows. So, if I ever had to bring up any kind of lawsuit, I would feel comfortable knowing that it would be in my favor. 

Bullying and Mentorship
Both participants spoke candidly about the role bullying has played in their lives. Sam experienced bullying on several fronts, even hearing negative comments about how his skin color in his “very Latino” hometown in the Southwest made him the “huedito…the little white guy.” Having dealt with harassment while growing up, Caleb’s approach to teaching acceptance and citizenship seems greatly influenced by these challenging situations. “[In high school] I got picked on, but more because I was just entirely un-athletic…” Later he describes how this affected him and how it plays out in the classroom.

I’m not sure what I did to make them aware of that, but I do – when any bullying comes up—any kind of bullying… I tell them how ruthlessly bullied I was—I exaggerate.... some—to make my point. But yeah, I was picked on… I was definitely picked on for just being different and I try to share that with them and so things like “that’s gay” or “retarded,” that doesn’t fly in my room either. 

In this re-telling of an exchange with students, it is clear that Caleb uses his life experiences to relate to his adolescent students while modeling lessons about tolerance. By using proxy language and choosing stories about being bullied for being non-athletic rather than being gay, Caleb uses his past experiences to speak in terms that adolescent male students understand.

So, all the time, all the time, I talk about me growing up -- being picked on.  I don’t mention for being gay, but I talk about it all the time for not being athletic.  I was not into sports at all and I tell the guys, “I was teased so bad for that… isn’t that ridiculous?” And all the guys are like, [mock middle school male voice] “Yeah… that’s stupid Mr. Powell.”
As with the participants in Taylor’s (2011) study, Caleb and Sam identified friends and colleagues who serve as mentors and role models as they negotiate their gay identity at school. This mentorship, while often informal, provided Caleb and Sam with blueprints for complex situations. In Caleb’s first teaching position, his choral colleague Mike was fairly open about his gay identity at school. This former co-teacher serves as a role model and an inspiration. 

A kid told Mike a week and a half ago—came out to Mike, and Mike says, “I’ve been there. Let’s talk about it.” That’s so cool! So, if I’m ever put in that position I’ll have to just decide, am I going to help this kid out… or… you know… I don’t know.
Caleb’s heterosexual high school band director has been a strong role model in his life both personally and professionally. While Caleb was serving as the drum major of the high school marching band, his teacher inquired about his coming out process and offered support.

My senior year my band director, said after rehearsal—after marching band rehearsal—one day, it’s like, “Hey Caleb, do you want to go have dinner real quick?” I was like, “Ok.” And, that was not unusual for him. And so we go out and we go to this Chinese buffet place and he sits down, we sit down, and the first words out of his mouth, and I will never forget this quote, “I know what your orientation is.” That’s what he said to me. I was like, “Great, Mr. Franklin. Ok. That’s what you want to talk about?” and he said, “Yeah, I just want to make sure you’re okay.” “Do your parents know?” “Yes they know.” “Do you have any friends that you’re talking to?” “Yeah. Friends know.” The other drum major knew. He [the band director] just really wanted to make sure that I was doing okay.
Sam’s cooperating teachers mentored him throughout student teaching in a large high school choral program in the Midwest.

[T]hat was I guess my first experience trying to navigate whether to be open in the workplace or not. And, I spent the first month there and didn’t tell them anything and didn’t say anything or whatever, and finally– maybe six weeks later—one of the three who is known for being the loudest [laughs] just finally asked: “Do you have a boyfriend or do you have a girlfriend?” 

After telling them about his boyfriend, Sam’s relationships with his cooperating teachers improved markedly:

From that point on, it seemed like I developed such a greater relationship with all three of them that I didn’t want to risk ever feeling like it was those prior six weeks when I didn’t feel like I was opening up to them at all… And I didn’t learn until another two or three weeks after that that one of the three of them was gay as well. So, then it started becoming even more of an encouragement for me to come out in the workplace because of all of his positive interactions… Toward the end of my four months there I was able to talk to him a little bit about his relationships and stuff like that, so I think now delving into that— that was a pretty big turning point for me on this whole issue.
Recently Sam’s friend and colleague, an elementary music teacher in the same state, called to ask for support and advice about an “LGBT issue” at school. Some fourth grade students informed him that fifth graders on the bus were saying that he is gay. Sam offered advice. 

I told him that it was kind of up to him if he feels comfortable in talking to his kids about it, and he asked how I would respond to that situation.  I said that those students should come and talk to me… personally and when they did—if they came and asked the question—I would say something like: “if I was, or anybody else is in the school you should let them know that I support them whoever they are.” So, I guess kind of beating around the bush but still showing my support for LGBT students or students who are in any way gender variant or anything like that.
LGBT Issues and Music Teacher Education

Neither participant could recall an instance in which LGBT issues were discussed in their teacher education program. This is line with the writing of Robinson & Ferfolja (2001) who discussed how preservice teacher education courses focus more on pedagogy and content than on social justice issues. As demonstrated in Sam’s student teaching mentorship scenario, these men found their own information and support systems to help them negotiate how to become successful as a music educator who happens to be gay. When I asked if he received any training in discussing LGBT issues as an undergraduate, Sam recalled a startling realization about being silenced at school:

[long pause] I don’t think so. At least not explicitly. [pause] If I were to remember one conversation – I can’t even remember who it was with – but it went something along the lines of: I came to the realization that I wouldn’t be able to put pictures of my family on my desk because then students and parents and teachers and whatnot would be coming in and then that would be a big issue. So, that’s the only thing I can really remember – wasn’t ever really discussed explicitly in any way: “this is how you deal with this” or “this is what happens when,” I guess.
I inquired where Sam sought resources regarding disclosure at school.  After hearing stories in the news about gay teachers being fired, he recalls turning to sources outside the school district or university.

I have not found many resources available that specifically address LGBT teachers much less LGBT music teachers but have read many articles that have addressed being out in the work place in gay content magazines [e.g., The Advocate, Out] Although they were not career specific, I did find them helpful as they addressed the struggles one might face legally, administratively, or with fellow co-workers. Bringing those issues to light has helped me navigate my own process.
Caleb seemed heartened to hear that LGBT issues were being discussed more frequently in undergraduate music education courses. He put it quite bluntly: “Yeah… You’re going to have gay students. You need to learn how to deal with it now.” 
Privilege

Heterosexual Privilege. Two very different types of privilege emerged from the data: heterosexual privilege and what I term “partner privilege.” Heterosexual privilege (Kinsman, 1987) is a pervasive underlying theme in much of what has been expressed by Caleb and Sam regarding their experiences. For example, the vignette about Sam being unable to put a picture of his family on his desk or Caleb not being able to discuss hiking with his partner typify the seemingly simple things gay teachers cannot do or say. In another illustration of this concept, Sam describes a faculty function at work that encapsulates the type of heterosexual privilege gay and lesbian teachers face. Here, a baby shower at school exemplifies a larger, unstated facet of the school’s culture: 

We even had a baby shower today. So, it’s like: we know that this woman is married.  We know that she is about to have a child – her first child—we know a lot about her… And the elementary, teachers are really proud so say, “oh, my kid is in your second grade” or the kids come up “my mom is one of the third grade teachers” or those kinds of things so their identity is really, really-- unforcibly interchanged or melded with their family. 

Partner Privilege. Partner privilege is a construct that I have not read about elsewhere in the literature and something I did not expect to find. Based on the commentary from my participants, it seems as though having a partner changes the dynamic of many social situations and may alter the interactions a gay teacher has with members of the school community. Caleb described how he used his relationship status to “come out” indirectly to his administrators:
Officially, I have never gone up to them and said, “I am gay,” but all of them have met Greg [partner]. All of them know who Greg is…. I will talk about Greg. I generally will not say-- unless I know who I’m talking to -- “my boyfriend” or “my partner,” but they all know. And I kind of like it that way—that it’s not—it’s never an issue. 

Both participants used the presence of their boyfriend or partner at school or school functions as the way to disclose their gay identity at school, as discussed by Sam:

I should say I’ve been using the opportunities that have come up in conversation-- to use those as an opportunity to come out. It was a pretty obvious situation: I brought Gabe over to set up my classroom, and it was really quickly, “Hi, this is my boyfriend Gabe.”

When I asked Sam if having a boyfriend helped make his coming out process at school easier, he gave a good working definition of partner privilege.

I completely agree that having a boyfriend does help facilitate it much more so. I think if I were single, I would still do it, and if I did… I would say it would be much harder. [pause] I wouldn’t have a reason to bring it up in conversation—it wouldn’t be so normal. I would have a lot of missed opportunities—even if that Thanksgiving question came it would be like, “oh, I’m going to my parents’” instead of “I’m going to my boyfriend’s parents.” A lot of missed opportunities—so, I wouldn’t have the opportunity to bring him into class or anything like that—or—my classroom to help out or anything. So, yeah, I think it would be much… much more difficult, and – I don’t know—I think it would be harder to bring it up in conversation and not make it awkward. 

 Discussion


Sam and Caleb’s lived experiences illuminate the complex roads gay and lesbian teachers may traverse. In the face of daily interactions with administrators, colleagues, parents, and students who may hold vastly differing views about non-heterosexual orientation, these teachers adopted strategies to protect their jobs and create positive situations for themselves at work. Following principles of Sedgwick (1990) and Dankmeijer (1993), and Natale Abramo (2011), these strategies involve what could be called strategic silence. Gay and lesbian teachers have the choice to “feel out” situations and gauge the opinions of others before they disclose their orientation. Caleb taught for several years in his current school before a colleague asked him unexpectedly, providing the opportunity to become more open at school. Conversely, Sam began coming out at school his first year before students arrived. But, as evidenced by the experiences of Caleb, after the initial admission, uncertainty and fear can force gay teachers to act and feel silenced in social interactions. Both participants face situations where they feel silence is the best option, a finding echoed by Griffin (1991): “One of the most widely used strategies was simply to avoid situations or places in school where discussions of personal life were likely to occur, or to end such conversations as gracefully and quickly as possible” (p. 195). Similarly, Allen (1995) contends that many gay and lesbian teachers are encouraged to hide their orientation or “not flaunt it,” (p. 138) as if only gay orientation can be flaunted.  

 Administrator support can be crucial for gay and lesbian teachers who desire to be open at school. Both Caleb and Sam felt comfortable sharing their sexual orientation with their administrators, which is one important part of their continuing disclosure process at school. Participants in Jackson’s (2006) study identified the principal as “the most important player in setting the tone of the school” (p. 45). Administrators and teachers have the ability to create workplaces that are welcoming to all employees, including those who may be members of the gay community (King et al., 2008; Schneider, 1986). School personnel should be sensitive and use gender-neutral pronouns with new employees. For example, Sam felt open to disclose his gay identity when other teachers inquired if he had a “significant other.” This simple yet powerful word choice created a moment of clarity and openness as Sam first met colleagues with whom he will work closely.  

Societal shifts play a key role in disclosure patterns of gay teachers. The confidence and optimism Sam holds about coming out may exemplify a larger societal trend. Endo et al. (2010) identified the presence of the U.S. military “Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell” (DADT) policy as a contributing factor in teachers fearing openness. In recent years, however, DADT has been repealed. In light of recent discussion of ENDA in Congress and the increasing legalization of gay marriage across the United States, it would seem this country is becoming more accepting of LGBT people. Organizations like Lady Gaga’s Born This Way Foundation are spreading their messages about courage and strength in the face of bullying. Sam’s quotes like “I shouldn’t be afraid anymore” echo themes of the Born This Way Foundation bus tour (Born This Way Foundation, 2014), teaching adolescents to work for a “kinder braver world.” Caleb is one generation older than Sam, and the difference in optimism between the two regarding acceptance issues is marked. This may indicate a trend: perhaps fear regarding disclosure will be less prevalent in future generations of music educators. 

An overarching concern for many gay and lesbian music teachers is the opportunity to be forthright about their gay identity with all members of the school community without fear of being chastised, fired, or being seen as a less effective educator. As discussed by Fishback (2004) and Hynes (2012), Caleb and Sam express a desire to stand as role models for students who are LGBT or questioning their sexual orientation. Just as Caleb’s heterosexual high school band director was able to speak with him openly about his sexual orientation, many gay and lesbian teachers desire the same opportunity without fear of being fired or ostracized. Transparency from all parties will send a strong message to schools and communities that gay identity need not be feared. 

Findings about “partner privilege” illuminate an interesting phenomenon—gay and lesbian teachers in monogamous relationships may benefit simply by taking part in this socially accepted (and heteronormative) tradition. Both Robinson & Ferfolja (2001) and Gould (2012) allude to this idea in citing Monique Wittig’s concept of homosexuality as “(failed) heterosexuality” (p. 48). The idea here is that homosexuals fail to distinguish themselves as a community the longer they participate in heteronormative institutions like marriage and adoption of children. Perhaps in being part of monogamous relationships, gay couples are considered more “normal.” Sam’s comment about single gay teachers being seen as “awkward” shows that they may have less opportunities to bring up their gay orientation in conversation, making disclosure much more difficult. This theme echoes DePaulo & Morris’s (2006) discussion of singlism: negative stereotypes and discrimination based on the fact that one is not married. Single people may be seen as “maladjusted and self-centered” (p. 251). In this instance, single gay teachers are indeed at a disadvantage. Teachers and administrators should get to know colleagues as individuals—not who they are in the context of a relationship.
Implications for Practice
Anti-discrimination policies protecting LGBT American should be in place at all levels—from the school site level to the federal government. Heterosexual teachers freely and casually discuss their families without fear of being fired. As seen in the present study, Caleb is a successful and well-respected choral music educator. Still, doubts about legal protection from his employer pervade his thinking. Schools and school districts should enact policies that protect all competent and caring teachers regardless of their ethnicity, background, religion, socioeconomic status, or sexual orientation. 

Neither Caleb nor Sam received any formal training about LGBT issues in their teacher education programs. University programs training the next generation of educators should begin addressing sexual orientation as a common thread throughout the undergraduate music education degree. While informal mentoring as described by Taylor (2011) is important, formal mentoring from university professors can equip preservice teachers with tools and strategies to support LGBT students and colleagues. Garrett (2012) suggests several ways LGBT content can be included within the undergraduate music education curriculum, including discussion of gay composers, lessons on creating safe and inclusive classrooms, and instruction about anti-bullying and anti-discrimination policies. Garrett notes, “Music educators are in a special position to teach the value of inclusion so that LGBTQ students and their family members feel that they belong in our classroom” (p. 60). 

Suggestions for Future Research

The process of negotiating the closet door is an extremely complicated topic that deserves further study. Future researchers could further explore discussion of LGBT issues in music teacher education programs. A large-scale survey study of preservice music educators may illuminate national trends about discussion of these issues. A case s study of recently “out” teachers may clarify closet door negotiations in university and K-12 contexts. Finally, additional study is needed on two findings of the current study: proxy language and partner privilege. Caleb’s use of being non-athletic as a proxy for teaching lessons about acceptance may be a strategy used by other gay teachers who have not shared their gay identity with students. Also, the idea of partner privilege in education deserves further study as it may mean that single gay teachers have one more layer of ‘other’ status to deal with at school.
Conclusion

As echoed by participants in studies by Talbot & Hendricks (in press) and Taylor (2011), music teachers have a unique opportunity to remain in their students’ lives over a numbers of years. Before an LGBT person can share their non-normative identity with another person, he/she must feel safe and comfortable. Herein lies the quandary of coming out at school. The trailblazing gay rights activist Harvey Milk posited that the more Americans who knew an openly gay person, the more accepting society would become. My conjecture is that he was correct. The pace of societal change on gay rights issues has been rapid, yet the quandary for gay teachers remains: to tell people and possibly offend them or make them feel uncomfortable, or to stay silent and silently navigate social situations, thus maintaining the status quo. There are no easy answers. I encourage gay teachers to be brave, to be themselves without apology, to show their school community that gay people are like everyone else. Caleb, with a strong dose of optimism, summed up this latter idea: “There are just people that have yet to understand that we’re people too,” he said. “We’ll get there.”
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