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University of North Texas 
Denton, TX

ABSTR ACT
The purpose of this instrumental case study was to examine what LGBTQ (i.e., lesbian, gay, 
bisexual, transgender, queer, or questioning) student teachers in music classrooms might learn 
from LGBTQ music teachers who served as external mentors outside the classroom setting. During 
the student teaching semester, 3 LGBTQ student teachers were each paired with a music teacher 
whose LGBTQ identity matched their own and who taught near the geographical region where 
student teachers hoped to secure employment. Each week, student teachers communicated with 
mentors via journaling, phone conversations, or videoconferencing. Additional sources of data 
were collected through individual interviews, focus groups, and Facebook postings. Across all cases, 
student teachers grappled with issues of LGBTQ presentation, providing student support and envi-
ronmental contexts. Older teachers in socially conservative climates advised a cautious approach 
toward LGBTQ identity in the classroom, whereas the youngest mentor advised normalizing 
LGBTQ topics through full disclosure. Findings are discussed regarding the varied sociopolitical 
contexts LGBTQ music educators may encounter.

Throughout my career in music teacher education, preservice teachers who identify as 
LGBTQ (i.e., lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer,1 or questioning) have sought 
my opinion about how to negotiate identity in the classroom. My answer has never 
been simple; it all depends on the context of where they are teaching and under what 
conditions. As a gay music educator who began working in the 1990s, I know that the 
historical roots of moral vigilance within public schools run deep and that any devia-
tions from hegemonic gender norms can be viewed as especially egregious (Connell, 
2014). Robinson and Davies (2008) noted, “What has prevailed and continues to do so 
is the strict perpetuation of normalizing discourses that constitute the child as a future 
heterosexual citizen, reinforcing the heteronormative status quo in schooling and the 
wider society” (p. 234).
 Complicating matters further, gay and lesbian teachers are often faced with oppos-
ing scripts of gay pride and professionalism, as if the two were mutually exclusive:
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Teaching professionalism demands a classroom presentation of sexual neutrality, 
which . . . is actually not neutral at all but rather a sexually normative presentation 
of self. At the same time, gay pride demands an “out and proud” ethos that is at 
odds with the realities of most gay and lesbian teachers. Ultimately, this binary 
opposition—you can be professional or proud—not only hinders the careers 
of gay and lesbian teachers but masks the messier nature of their actual lives. 
(Connell, 2014, p. 9)

Connell (2014) acknowledged that factors such as race, class, and gender all intersect 
to influence the ways in which gay and lesbian teachers negotiate identity in the class-
room. In a study of educators from Texas and California, she identified three common 
paths of negotiation: splitters, knitters, and quitters. Splitters are those individuals who 
compartmentalize their personal and professional lives as much as possible to avoid any 
questions about sexuality. Knitters are those who make an attempt to meld their per-
sonal and professional lives together, much like their heterosexual colleagues. Quitters 
are often those who leave the profession due to the strain of either compartmentalizing 
their lives or the continued vulnerability of living openly in hostile environments.
 When I began teaching music in public schools in 1991, I probably would have 
been described as a knitter. I was completely open with other teachers about being gay, 
and although I did not officially come out to my students, I displayed pictures of my 
partner on my desk and became involved with LGBTQ political organizations in my 
city. I have no regrets, but I paid the price professionally. When new job opportunities 
became available in my district, I was continually passed over in favor of applicants with 
significantly fewer credentials. I was perplexed until a sympathetic supervisor confided 
that administrators were impressed with my qualifications but were afraid that hiring 
me would engender negative parental response. Having received nothing but positive 
support from family, friends, and colleagues since I had come out, I was in disbelief. 
Yet looking back, I was incredibly naïve. How could I have been so blind to believe that 
the microcosm in which I lived and worked would be representative of the community 
at large? What might I have gained had I had structured opportunities to consult with 
successful music teachers who shared my gay identity?
 Helping preservice teachers understand the varying sociopolitical contexts they 
may encounter seems important and can be especially pertinent for those who identify 
in the LGBTQ spectrum. In this study, I sought to examine what LGBTQ preservice 
music teachers could learn during the student teaching semester from LGBTQ music 
teachers who led award-winning programs. Rather than serving as cooperating teachers 
who assigned grades and formal evaluations, these in-service teachers served as external 
mentors with whom student teachers could share their thoughts and concerns.

REV IEW OF  L I TER ATURE
Student teaching is often considered the most influential portion of a preservice 
teacher’s educational experience (Glenn, 2006; Tang, 2003). The mentoring relation-
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ship between cooperating teachers and student teachers is crucial, not only for provid-
ing pedagogical guidance, but also in extending emotional support through patience, 
validation, and encouragement (Cannon, 2002; Rajuan, Beijaard, & Verloop, 2007; 
Sivan & Chan, 2003; Valencia, Martin, Place, & Grossman, 2009). Trust and 
respect between parties can be especially vital (Abell, Dillon, Hopkins, McInerney, 
& O’Brien, 1995) as cooperating teachers engage student teachers in critical reflec-
tion (Stegman, 2007; Williams & Soares, 2002) and thoughtful dialogue (Conway & 
Zerman, 2003; Grant & Drafall, 1996; Stegman, 2001, 2007; Williams et al., 1998). 
Mentors who provide a safe space in which to exchange ideas allow their mentees 
the opportunity to learn to solve their own problems and to practice dialoguing with 
other professionals in the field.
 As teachers develop and negotiate rapport within professional educational settings, 
they often must gauge the extent to which they can express personal characteristics 
within professional paradigms. Some have suggested that the extent to which teach-
ers can blend professional and personal identities impacts instructional effectiveness 
(Bukor, 2015; Palmer, 2007; Rodgers & Raider-Roth, 2006). Palmer (2007) wrote:

In every class I teach, my ability to connect with my students, and to connect them 
with the subject, depends less on the methods I use than on the degree to which I 
know and trust my selfhood—and am willing to make it available and vulnerable 
in the service of learning. (pp. 10–11)

 Similarly, Rodgers and Raider-Roth (2006) argued that effective teachers present 
themselves to students as self-aware, continually evolving individuals, rather than trying 
to establish a predetermined teaching identity based on institutional or social expecta-
tions. They contended that good teachers build empathic connections with students, 
based on learners’ needs, concerns, and interests.

When students sense that they have really got to know their teacher, that their 
teacher allows herself to be known, the relationship becomes real. It is the authen-
ticity of the relationship that permits students and teachers to see each other and 
know that what is being shared is real. . . . From this standpoint students can know 
that teachers are ready and available to participate in the learning enterprise with 
them. (Rodgers & Raider-Roth, 2006, pp. 278–279).

 Granted, determining what is real or authentic can be loaded. Van Leeuwen (2001) 
observed, “The media and social sciences often privilege certain people and certain kinds 
of talk as more authentic than others, and hence as a potential source of truth on which 
to base judgements and actions” (p. 393). Yet rather than being grounded in identity 
politics, Rodgers and Raider-Roth’s (2006) suggestion speaks to the issue with which 
virtually all teachers have to contend. How much of one’s self do teachers feel comfort-
able sharing with their students, and to what extent might this serve in their learning? 
The extent to which teachers feel comfortable presenting themselves to students may 
vary according to many factors, but for educators who identify as LGBTQ, additional 
stressors of heterosexism and homophobia often play a role.
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 Grace and Benson (2000) identified schools as “perhaps the most deliberately 
structured primary site for heteronormative cultural regulation” (p. 96), and Evans 
(2002) noted that the language we use in daily interactions is often imbued with het-
eronormative assumptions that have thrived in LGBTQ silence. Through the years, 
many LGBTQ educators fearing job loss deliberately have silenced themselves to avoid 
potential problems (e.g., DeJean, 2004; Ferfolja, 2005; Harbeck, 1997; Jennings, 1983; 
Kissen, 1996; Sanlo, 1999; Woog, 1995). While silence may be self-protective, the 
strain of navigating in an environment perceived to be homophobic can have nega-
tive ramifications on one’s physical constitution (Denton, Rostosky, & Danner, 2014; 
Huebner & Davis, 2007; Mereish & Poteat, 2015) and mental health (Newcomb & 
Mustanski, 2010; Szymanski, Kashubeck-West, & Meyer, 2008), leading some to leave 
the teaching profession altogether (Sumara, 2007).
 Researchers have reported that many LGBTQ preservice teachers feel ill-prepared 
to negotiate identity in professional environments (DeJean, 2010; Donahue, 2007; 
Hermann-Wilmarth & Bills, 2010; Wickens & Sandlin, 2010) and that they often 
yearn for help as they seek to negotiate personal and professional identities in healthy 
ways (Donahue, 2007; Paparo & Sweet, 2014). Yet finding positive mentors can be 
challenging. In a case study of two gay student teachers in music classrooms, Paparo 
and Sweet (2014) illustrated that straight allies may sometimes assert heteronormative 
ideals and unknowingly perpetuate inappropriate stereotypes of the gay community. 
Likewise, they reported that experienced gay teachers in mentoring roles may be fear-
ful and encourage silencing among LGBTQ student teachers. These reported fears are 
congruent with earlier findings in nonmusic settings (Kissen, 1996). Yet despite these 
limitations, Donahue (2007) found that lesbian and gay student teachers valued the 
opportunity to work with lesbian and gay cooperating teachers, regardless of how open 
their mentors were in the classroom. Merely witnessing their success in the classroom 
was deemed worthwhile and affirming.
 To address LGBTQ preservice teachers’ concerns outside classroom environments, 
some LGBTQ teacher educators have sought to provide a safe space for open dialogue 
via individual mentorship (Dejean, 2010) and discussion groups (Benson, Smith, & 
Flanagan, 2014; Hermann-Wilmarth, & Bills, 2010). Hermann-Wilmarth and Bills 
(2010) found that rather than insisting on predetermined discussion topics, students’ 
greatest self-discovery generated from unstructured conversation in which camaraderie 
could form organically. In these experiences, mentors reported positive gains in stu-
dents’ academic focus (Dejean, 2010) and self-efficacy (Benson et al., 2014).
 Studies regarding mentorship between LGBTQ preservice teachers and LGBTQ 
veteran educators have illuminated experiences in nonmusic settings, yet other than the 
Paparo and Sweet (2014) investigation mentioned earlier, similar inquiries in music edu-
cation have been limited. In an intergenerational study of lesbian and gay band directors, 
Taylor (2011) reported that accomplished in-service gay teachers often credited their 
achievements to the unofficial mentorship they received from successful veteran gay teach-
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ers in the field. However, these relationships were often not formed until young teachers 
had already secured jobs and had met other gay teachers through professional/social net-
working. The delay in mentoring resulted in many fending for themselves during the first 
months of teaching as they sought to negotiate authentic identity with their new students. 
To help facilitate a smoother transition into the teaching profession, earlier mentorship 
during the student teaching semester appears to be warranted.
 In Taylor’s (2011) study, veteran teachers served as helpful colleagues outside the 
classroom who were willing to share their expertise without any pressure or expecta-
tions. In this study, I sought to set up a similar nonthreatening environment between 
LGBTQ student teachers in music settings and successful LGBTQ music educators 
outside the classroom who would be willing to share their ideas as needed. The purpose 
of this study was to explore what student teachers might learn from regular communica-
tion with these external mentors.
 Research questions guiding the study were as follows:

1. What issues emerged in discussions between student teachers and mentors?
2. How did student teachers react to their mentors’ advice?
3. In what ways, if any, did in-service teachers use the mentoring experience to 

reflect on their own teaching philosophies?

METHODOLOGY
To investigate the research questions, I utilized an instrumental collective case study 
design. The collective case study design provides a vehicle through which an issue of 
concern may be examined via multiple perspectives (Creswell, 2007; Stake, 1995). In 
this study, three student teachers and their respective mentors who identified as mem-
bers of the LGBTQ music education community served as bounded systems under 
investigation. Bounded systems represent the boundaries by which cases are selected, 
usually by time and place with “interrelated parts that form a whole” (Creswell, 2007, 
p. 244). In each case, student teachers were bounded by their stage of career develop-
ment and mentors were bounded by their previous success as music teachers and their 
willingness to commit to mentorship for future colleagues.
 After obtaining institutional review board approval, I sent a call for participation 
via email to all music education students at my university who were planning to student 
teach in the fall 2014 semester. Anyone identifying as part of the LGBTQ community 
was invited to participate in the study via an electronic link to access a consent form. 
Music education professors at two universities with highly esteemed music education 
programs in the Midwest and Northeast regions of the United States, respectively, for-
warded the same call to their students. Two student teachers from the Midwest and one 
from the Northeast completed consent forms. No one from my university completed a 
consent form.
 The professors mentioned above also helped me find potential mentors in their 
area in addition to those I had already identified in my state. Rather than contacting 
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all music educators in their area, they forwarded my call to music teachers in charge of 
successful programs who had previously come out to them as members of the LGBTQ 
community. Three teachers from the Midwest and three teachers from my state com-
pleted consent forms.
 After securing consent, I contacted the mentors by telephone to discuss the study 
and answer any questions they might have. Following these conversations, I contacted 
the student teachers to find out more about the kind of job they hoped to secure after 
graduation and in which area of the country they hoped to teach. I then matched 
student teachers with mentors who (a) shared their identity status within the LGBTQ 
umbrella, (b) taught in the same discipline (i.e., instrumental, choral), and (c) taught 
near the region where student teachers hoped to find employment. Pseudonyms were 
used for all individuals in the study.

Participants

Susan and Elaine. Elaine, a 23-year-old choral student teacher in the Midwest, 
came out as lesbian in high school and explained that most people assumed she was 
heterosexual based on her feminine appearance and demeanor. Describing herself as a 
goal-driven individual who was seriously considering moving to Texas after graduation, 
Elaine requested a highly successful, goal-driven choral teacher from Texas who shared 
her lesbian identity.
 Accordingly, I paired Elaine with Susan, a charismatic Texas choral director who 
had won many awards during her 29-year teaching career. Like Elaine, Susan explained 
that people often assumed she was heterosexual based on her appearance and demeanor. 
Although she had identified as lesbian since college, Susan was very guarded about shar-
ing her sexual orientation with others.

Stephen and John. Stephen, a 28-year-old instrumental student, came out in high school 
while growing up in Texas. He initially pursued undergraduate studies in psychology with 
plans toward a doctorate, but before graduation, he changed his major to music education 
and transferred to a prominent school in the Midwest. As Stephen approached the final 
student teaching semester, he considered moving back to Texas and asked to be paired 
with a highly successful Texas band director who shared his gay identity.
 I paired Stephen with John, a 12-year veteran Texas band director, who had 
achieved consistent competitive success. He described his teaching environment as very 
conservative and was very cautious about sharing his sexual orientation with others. 
Although circumspect, he had learned how to navigate a sense of personal identity in 
school settings in which he was comfortable.

Martin and Robert. Martin, a 24-year-old instrumentalist in the Northeast who iden-
tified as gay, was completing a master’s degree in music education with certification. At 
the time of this study, Martin had only acknowledged his sexual orientation for a year 
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and had not come out to all his friends. With no plans to move out of the Northeast, 
Martin asked to be paired with someone who might be able to help him prepare for a 
career in his area.
 Accordingly, I paired Martin with Robert, a 25-year-old orchestra director in the 
Midwest who had taught for just 3 years but had already been recognized by other profes-
sionals in the field as highly successful. Robert had come out as gay in high school and was 
unapologetically open about his sexual orientation with professional colleagues, students, 
and parents. He was confident, without being cocky, and believed that openness allowed 
him to be a better teacher, free from external worries unrelated to music teaching.

Procedures
Over the course of the fall 2014 semester (August 28, 2014, through December 13, 
2014), I asked student teachers to communicate with their mentors every week to dis-
cuss their successes and failures and to ask any questions they might have about LGBTQ 
issues. To promote a free, organic exchange between participants, I did not provide 
structured prompts. Participants were free to communicate via email, phone, or video-
conferencing, depending on their preferred mode of connection. I asked them to copy 
me on any email exchanges. Likewise, I requested they record phone or videoconference 
conversations and send the files to me via email. I also created a private Facebook group 
for student teachers and a private Facebook group for mentors to allow participants 
to share their experiences via social media. At the end of the semester, I used Skype to 
conduct two focus group interviews, one with student teachers and another with men-
tors. In the interview with student teachers, I asked them to describe how communica-
tion with their respective mentors impacted their interactions with students, teachers, 
and people outside their school setting. With mentors, I asked participants to reflect 
on whether they believed they had influenced the student teachers and whether the 
experience of mentoring had impacted their own teaching. In the week following the 
focus group interviews, I conducted individual Skype interviews with student teachers 
and mentors. In these interviews, I asked each person to reflect on any challenges and 
rewards during the mentoring process and to describe how their outlook might have 
differed from their respective mentor or mentee.
 I sought trustworthiness through data triangulation (journals, videoconference 
conversations, Facebook postings, focus group interviews, and individual interviews), 
member checks, and peer review. The majority of data emerged from weekly email mes-
sages, individual interviews, and focus group interviews, with more limited data from 
Facebook postings. After transcribing all correspondence, I contacted student teachers 
and mentors and asked them to add, remove, or clarify any data. Minor clarifications 
and corrections provided were incorporated into final analysis.
 I conducted within-case analysis to describe the unique features of each case and cross-
case analysis to discern similarities and differences between and among cases (Stake, 1995; 
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Yin, 2003). Creswell’s (1998) data analysis spiral served as a continuous, cyclical process of 
analysis for within-case analysis utilizing the following procedures: collecting and manag-
ing data; reading and memoing; describing, classifying and interpreting; and representing 
and visualizing. Cross-case analysis allowed me to compare findings between and among 
student teachers, mentors, and the three mentor/mentee dyads to identify broader over-
arching themes. An external auditor who had published research examining LGBTQ issues 
in education examined and challenged coding procedures. She suggested that some of my 
initial codes could be collapsed into broader overall categories and recommended elimi-
nating some quotes altogether within these categories. Her suggestions, although minor, 
seemed appropriate and were incorporated into final analysis and reporting.

F IND INGS
Within-Case Analysis: Elaine and Susan
Within Elaine and Susan’s case, I identified two salient themes: empathy and negotiat-
ing safe support. Elaine immediately felt a strong sense of empathy with her students 
and wanted to share her life experiences in any way that might be helpful. She was 
especially concerned about students grappling with LGBTQ issues. Their struggles 
reminded her of her own experiences coming out in high school. While Susan shared 
Elaine’s empathy, she urged Elaine to be cautious and offered ways to be supportive 
without endangering her career.

Empathy. In one of her first journal entries, Elaine marveled at the immediate con-
nection she with felt with the students and credited much of that connection to the 
environment set by her cooperating teacher.

One of the most interesting facets is how readily students have opened up to me 
about—everything. I have received more life stories than I know what to do with. 
And why? The environment created in the choral classroom is so safe to them that 
they are willing to trust someone they just met with everything. It’s incredible! 
(email, September 13, 2014)

Within the first 2 weeks, Elaine encountered issues of gender nonconformity within 
ensemble settings. In the advanced mixed chorus, one of the seniors in the alto section 
was beginning to transition from female to male and had begun referring to himself as 
Andy. Rather than singing with the altos, Andy was trying to sing the tenor part, but 
his voice had not changed. Elaine wanted to acknowledge his male identity, but she was 
also concerned about his vocal health.

My instinct is to just treat him like one of the guys, because that’s what he is, and I 
guarantee that NO ONE else is doing that for him. Maybe have a conversation to 
the extent of “Look dude, until your voice changes, you’ve gotta sing alto. It’s just 
what is most healthy for you right now. Then, when it changes, sing tenor—and 
it will be a beautiful tenor voice, absolutely. But you only have one set of vocal 
chords, and once those are gone, they’re gone—there’s no getting another set. 
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That’s why you have to sing alto for now—I don’t want you to lose them forever.” 
(email, September 13, 2014)

Moreover, she was dismayed that her cooperating teacher, Mr. D, seemed to be at a loss 
with Andy and frequently referred to him by his previous female name. This loss seemed 
incongruous with Mr. D’s support for lesbian and gay students.

When I asked Mr. D what his thoughts were on referring to sopranos and altos as 
“women” and tenors and basses as “men” (because Andy sings alto on some things 
and tenor on others), his response was essentially, “Well, she just needs to grow 
some thick skin there and take it with a grain of salt.” I know it’s just coming 
from a place of ignorance and straight, white, male privilege and that he doesn’t 
necessarily wish ill-will toward Andy, but that comment still makes my blood boil. 
(email, October 5, 2014)

 Elaine also encountered a tenor named Steve in the men’s ensemble who persis-
tently sang in falsetto. Elaine was unsure of his LGBTQ status but was more directly 
concerned about ensemble blend.

He INSISTS on singing in his falsetto. All the time. He literally sits apart from the 
rest of the ensemble and will sing falsetto. What’s the best way to navigate that? 
I mean, simply put, we can’t have him singing in his falsetto all the time—that 
won’t work for the ensemble or for him learning the pieces. So how should this be 
navigated? (email, September 13, 2014)

 In her first response, Susan suggested that Elaine check Andy’s and Steve’s ranges 
and talk to them about the value of timbre and range flexibility. She also encouraged 
Elaine to be patient with Mr. D and to recognize that he might need time and guidance 
to adjust to new paradigms. Rather than confronting him directly, Susan suggested that 
Elaine lead by example via questioning:

Do mention your concerns but frame them in the form of a question—such as 
“I’m really not sure how to best serve Andy in class. I’ve noticed that when I say 
‘girls’ or ‘guys,’ Andy seems a little uncomfortable. What do you think about me 
trying to keep gender out of it?” And maybe even “Can you help me remember to 
keep gender out of my vocabulary when I mean to say ‘top two parts’ or ‘tenors’?” 
Maybe some of these issues with your cooperating teacher can be resolved if you 
lead by example. Make sure you are calling the sections by name and not attaching 
a gender to any of them. (email, October 6, 2014)

 Throughout her student teaching internship, Elaine noticed that even though she 
did not publicly identify as lesbian in the classroom, students she suspected might be 
LGBTQ seemed to bond with her. She shared:

I don’t think generally it’s suspected that I identify as a lesbian. But I will say that 
the kiddos who I suspect might be dealing with LGBT issues have flocked to me. 
And I don’t think they necessarily know why. I mean I think that they sense it. But 
I don’t necessarily look like a stereotypical lesbian. (individual interview, October 
24, 2014)
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Having openly identified as lesbian in years past, Elaine found self-imposed silence on 
the subject to be challenging. Yet, she also feared that sharing her life openly as she had 
in the past might cause issues that could affect her career. In a focus group with the 
other student teachers, she related:

It is my innermost desire to guide [LGBTQ students] from the standpoint of “I’ve 
been through this.” Because I’ve lived it. I mean there’s a difference in being able to 
say that I’ve been through it, and I’m a testament of that, than just someone who’s 
presenting themselves as an ally, who’s not openly identified as that, saying “It will 
be OK. It will get better.” (focus group, December 3, 2014)

While Susan empathized with Elaine’s concerns, she felt that Elaine’s enthusiasm might 
backfire. In the beginning, Susan advised:

At this point in your career and with our society the way it is, I would advise you 
to avoid personal conversations about being lesbian or gay. Honestly, I discourage 
all of the young teachers I mentor to avoid conversations about their personal life. 
It just gets messy if you do. A doctor or lawyer doesn’t normally talk about their 
personal life with their clients; we as professional educators should do the same. It 
is, however, vital that each of your students knows that you will always treat them 
with respect and you will insist on the students doing the same. (email, September 
16, 2014)

Negotiating safe support. Susan sympathized with Elaine’s struggle, but she tried to help 
Elaine understand that she might be working with future colleagues from all genera-
tions and political persuasions who might not be as accepting as her college professors 
and friends.

[I provided a] reality check. There’s such a huge difference between how gay and 
lesbian young people deal with society and the way that I had to growing up, as a 
young adult especially. I just reminded her of the professional boundaries that have 
to remain. Although I love that enthusiasm, because you have to generally care for 
your students, again you have to keep going back to that. You have to balance that 
with your teacher hat. (individual interview, May 28, 2015)

 Although Susan advised caution, she also empathized with Elaine’s frustrations and 
provided suggestions to help her foster a sense of equality and respect in the classroom 
that could be applied to all students. She shared:

I find the best way to handle [gay slurs heard in the classroom] is to have both 
group and individual conversations about showing respect and dignity to everyone 
who walks in my classroom. Racial comments, gay bashing, “bullying” isn’t per-
mitted in my room, and the students have learned that I mean business when it 
comes to those kinds of issues. I often tell my students, “We are all God’s children 
and deserve to be treated with respect and dignity.” Of course, we can get by with 
the “God” comment because I live in the Bible Belt! (email, September 16, 2014)

Susan wanted to help foster positive gains for LGBTQ individuals, but she advised that 
actions can oftentimes speak louder than words.
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In my opinion, the best way to help society change is to positively influence the 
people in your corner of the world. I try to continually be the best person I can 
be, the best teacher I can be, the best neighbor I can be, the best parent I can be, 
and the best role model for younger people that I can be. If I am fair, honest, and 
considerate to someone I come into contact with, and yet he/she chooses to not 
like me because of who I am at my core, then it truly is THEIR issue of bias or big-
otry and, quite honestly, it has nothing to do with me. (email, October 6, 2014)

Elaine was initially frustrated by Susan’s advice and continued to struggle with her initial 
instincts to share her life openly as she had in the past. Yet as the semester progressed, 
she felt that by implementing Susan’s strategies, she could still reach out to students 
effectively. Sharing with other student teachers in the study, she offered:

The one thought that is prevalent in my mind from what Susan has said is to love 
them, but to keep them at an arm’s length. I didn’t actually appreciate that advice 
at first. I had to think about it and reflect on it a lot. But that’s actually probably 
one of the most valuable pieces of advice I’ve received in my student teaching as a 
whole—is to still love them, but keep them at a distance that protects you, essen-
tially. (focus group interview, December 3, 2014)

Within-Case Analysis: Stephen and John
Stephen and John each had a quiet, yet confident, demeanor. Both men had achieved 
success as high school students in Texas schools and understood the high expectations 
demanded of band directors in the state. In many ways, Stephen found that John’s 
approach to LGBTQ issues mirrored his own caution, yet he questioned whether previ-
ous fears were still warranted. Analysis of Stephen and John’s case resulted in two overall 
themes: caution and power of reflection.

Caution. Prior to student teaching, Stephen had worked in several summer band 
camps and felt comfortable working with students. However, casual conversations with 
cooperating teachers and parents outside the classroom sometimes brought up issues of 
LGBTQ authenticity that he had to negotiate. Within the first week he shared:

I’ve already had one of the main band parents inquire about the [engagement] ring 
that I wear on my left hand. I did my best to dance around and end the conversa-
tion before any pronouns or names could come up. The parent did use one “she,” 
and it completely changed my approach to the conversation. I went from open 
and sincere to need-to-know and partially constructed. (email, August 27, 2014)

In addition to parents, Stephen was concerned that students who discerned his sexual 
orientation might create problems. His caution was, in part, related to fears of false 
accusations of pedophilia. Yet, he expressed internal struggles to help students in need:

I feel like sometimes people think gay men are trying to prey on younger people—
I know it’s a perverted mind thought—but I’ve heard them say it as a fearful 
stereotype. But part of me is like a human being that wants to be able to be a 
mentor in whatever way for my students. And if I were to run from my empathy 
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and discriminate against my gay students just because of that, I’d be exactly that: 
discriminating against my gay students. And having gone through discrimination 
and things like that, like why would I perpetuate something like that? (individual 
interview, October 17, 2014)

 John shared Stephen’s cautious approach and reminded Stephen that he could be 
authentic but still maintain control of what he chose to share with others. John offered:

Kids can always sense when you’re fake. And so what I share is what I choose to 
share. I choose to talk about my parents, or I choose to talk about being an uncle 
to my two crazy nephews that are both under 4 years old. (focus group interview, 
November 26, 2014)

While John found that compartmentalizing his personal and professional lives pro-
vided some layer of protection, he also admitted that it had sometimes taken a toll. 
Recounting an instance of missing his partner’s sister’s wedding, he shared:

I had to be in my job all day Saturday. I wasn’t out at work. I couldn’t tell my boss, 
“I have to miss for a family wedding.” It was a nonnegotiable. So I ended up miss-
ing the wedding, and I still feel guilty for it. Had I been straight, it would have 
been a lot different. I think I could have left early. Or I would have come up with 
some kind of compromise, if it wasn’t a gay relationship at the time. (individual 
interview, October 27, 2014)

Although still cautious, John acknowledged changing social climates within his class-
rooms:

Ten years ago when I first started, you heard a lot of comments from kids like 
“that’s so gay.” Or “stop being so gay.” You don’t hear that anymore. Comments 
like that from kids have just really disappeared. It’s a much more friendly environ-
ment. I really feel like after getting to know a lot of my students and parents—even 
in a Baptist community—that even if my kids knew about my sexual orientation, 
they wouldn’t care. They’d care more about that they’re in a safe environment 
with adults that care about them and that they’re getting a good music education. 
(individual interview, October 27, 2014)

Power of reflection. Throughout the semester, Stephen and John both reported that 
the mentoring experience helped them each work through issues in a systematic way 
and that the process of reflection gave them valuable opportunities to examine their 
teaching. Stephen used journaling as an opportunity to work through his own solutions.

I try to come up with solutions whenever I do reflection. So that’s been a bit of a 
challenge. You know and not just being a vent of issues and leaving it alone with 
that. I try to make it somewhat constructive, to make use of it. I’m not going to 
post a problem unless I have some type of solution to go with it, unless I’m really 
stuck. And then I’ll just say, “Help!” (individual interview, October 17, 2014)

John found that in working with Stephen, he was able to reexamine ways that he could 
reach out to students and families struggling with LGBTQ issues. Recounting commu-
nication with a mother of one of his gay students, he reflected:
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It was easy for me to look his mom in the eye and just tell her, “I know he’s gone 
through a rough time, but I think he’s going to find his place here surrounded 
by a bunch of really great students.” And that made me feel really good. [Prior to 
this study], I probably wouldn’t have said anything at all and just hoped for the 
best—just taking a step back, wondering if it was my place to intervene or to even 
convince a student to partake in any of the activities that we did. (focus group 
interview, January 26, 2015)

Within-Case Analysis: Martin and Robert
In an analysis of the interactions of Martin and Robert, two overall themes emerged: 
coming out and classroom management.

Coming out. Throughout the semester, Martin struggled with issues related to coming 
out within and outside the classroom environment. At the beginning of the study, he still 
had not come out to some of his closest friends, but he wanted to live life as openly as 
possible without lies or deception. In his university education courses, Martin’s professors 
stressed the importance of being authentic in the classroom, but he was unsure how to put 
these ideas into practice. Martin admitted, “I’ve never felt comfortable making decisions 
based on my own authority. I like to have assurance from someone else (presumably with 
more authority) that I’m doing something right” (email, December 11, 2014).
 As a young, successful orchestra teacher who had come out fully to all those around 
him, including colleagues and students, Robert encouraged Martin to embrace his own 
sense of agency rather than engaging in self-doubt. Acknowledging the ongoing process 
of coming out, Robert advised that gay teachers should reference their personal lives 
much like their heterosexual colleagues might in casual conversations:

At work now, when people ask me how my weekend is, I’ll say, “Oh I had a really 
lovely weekend. I was at a wedding last night with my boyfriend, and we had a 
great time.” And I treat it as if it is a total complete normalcy. When you treat it 
as normalcy, when you create the playing field, you have kind of asserted control. 
(Skype conversation, September 14, 2014)

 Robert encouraged Martin to come out to his cooperating teacher, Jake, who seemed 
very supportive of LGBTQ students and colleagues. Although Martin agreed that Jake 
would probably be supportive, he was somewhat intimidated by Jake’s assertive, sarcastic 
personality, which he identified as vastly different from his own. Martin noted:

Jake is like a very straight, very masculine man. And he kind of has that kind of like 
stern fatherly figure approach. He’s very direct. He’s very sarcastic with them—in a 
way that works for him because people know him. But it’s not something I could 
ever really see myself doing. So he’s that kind of tougher kind of guy approach. 
His personality is a bigger, more intimidating presence than I give. (email, October 
15, 2014)

Classroom management. One of Martin’s biggest concerns during student teaching 
was developing a sense of effective classroom management. In addition to concerns 
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regarding pacing and targeting student performance problems, he worried that stu-
dents might perceive his mannerisms to be effeminate compared to Jake’s. In one of 
his first journal entries, he wrote: “I tried to think about the way I was presenting 
myself. Was I giving off any visual and aural cues of my sexuality? I don’t think I was, 
and certainly no one asked me if I was gay” (email, September 11, 2014).
 Robert empathized with Martin’s self-scrutiny but encouraged him to focus on 
students’ needs, rather than their judgment. Robert reflected:

Martin is newly out. And it’s really kind of fresh and raw, and he doesn’t know how 
to navigate his sexuality in the classroom. And I mean that in the way that he is 
not sure just how to be “teacher Martin.” He doesn’t really know who that person 
is. He will comment a lot about, “Oh, I really watch my effeminate gestures. I’m 
really aware of those.” And when I was in his position, I tended to not worry so 
much about it because I just thought, “If I’m worrying about that, then I’m not 
really concerned about the true task at hand which is the effectiveness of my teach-
ing or whatever skill we’re working on. You know, what is kid-centric?” (individual 
interview, October 22, 2014)

Although Martin sought to improve pacing and classroom management, he found that 
trying to copy his cooperating teacher’s machismo style felt ineffective. To provide a 
model of effective classroom management using a different approach, Robert sent a 
video clip of his own teaching that Martin found immensely helpful.

Robert sent me 20 minutes of an orchestra rehearsal. It was really great because 
he was so authentic—you know, like the person I knew from chatting the past 
month. And the control he had over the classroom was incredible. And it made 
me feel more comfortable being me because I’m sort of similar. My [cooperating] 
teacher is authentic too, but his authentic self is very different from my authentic 
self. So it’s nice to see someone more like me and more like the way I would like 
to run a rehearsal. (individual interview, October 15, 2014)

 Throughout the semester, Robert encouraged Martin to embrace his own personal-
ity characteristics as professional strengths rather than trying to emulate his cooperating 
teacher, Jake. He strongly advocated that compartmentalizing personal and professional 
identities could be counterproductive.

What I think that Martin has learned is that your authentic self as a teacher is 
inherently tied to your authentic self as a person and that to separate the two is a 
bit strange—and I’m not sure really practical. Because you know the most secure 
teachers are those who are most comfortable in their own skin. When he first 
started, he didn’t think that sexuality played any sort of role in his teaching iden-
tity. But I think he’s realizing that it’s quite the inverse in that his sexuality informs 
his personality, which would then affect his teaching. They’re all intertwined. 
(individual interview, October 22, 2014)

As the semester progressed, Martin took Robert’s advice and came out to his cooperat-
ing teacher, Jake, as well his best friends. In each instance, he reported feeling relieved 
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and noted that any changes in these relationships were positive. Reflecting on the men-
toring experience, Martin shared:

Robert and I talked a lot about being your authentic self in the classroom in every 
way with students, teachers, and the staff. You know, kind of just responding to 
little things in the way I would respond to them naturally, as opposed to trying 
to act like my [cooperating] teacher, who’s a very different person than I am. And 
I guess he just kind of helped me become more confident in taking on kind of 
another mode of authority. It just makes me feel more comfortable as a person and 
makes me feel more confident in my judgments. (focus group interview, December 
13, 2014)

INTERPRETAT IONS:  CROSS - CASE  ANALYS IS
I utilized cross-case analysis to examine commonalities and differences between cases. 
In this analysis, I identified four themes for discussion: presentation, providing student 
support, value of LGBTQ mentoring, and environmental contexts.

Presentation
The student teachers in this study were concerned with presenting themselves in a 
way that would not compromise their internal sense of integrity. Elaine, Stephen, and 
Martin each grew up in a world in which LGBTQ issues figured regularly in news 
reports, film, and television. LGBTQ silencing noted in previous education studies 
(DeJean, 2004; Ferfolja, 2005; Harbeck, 1997; Jennings, 1983; Kissen, 1996; Sanlo, 
1999; Woog, 1995) did not resonate with media imagery and college campus discus-
sions. Like all student teachers, they needed to discern how much of their personal lives 
they felt comfortable sharing in the classroom and how much withholding information 
might impact their ability to relate to students (Bukor, 2015; Palmer, 2007; Rodgers & 
Raider-Roth, 2006). These concerns align with Rodgers and Raider-Roth’s (2006) asser-
tions that “when a teacher acts solely from an artificially constructed notion of who she 
should be . . . there is a disconnection, a disintegration of self, that precludes bringing 
focused attention to bear” (p. 272).
 Each student teacher struggled with issues of disclosure that differed in several 
ways. Elaine immediately felt at home with students and wanted to serve as a role 
model for anyone who was struggling with issues of self-acceptance or difference. In 
many ways, she assumed a parental approach of caregiving that was highly empathic. 
As a male teacher, Stephen shared her empathy but feared that personal disclosure as 
a gay man might be misinterpreted as deviant behavior. Martin’s struggles with disclo-
sure were more internal. He feared that if students discerned he was gay, he might lose 
credibility and respect. In the end, each student teacher came out to their cooperating 
teachers but refrained from disclosing their LGBTQ status with students, much like the 
participants discussed by Paparo and Sweet (2014).
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Providing Student Support
Consistent with Rodgers and Raider-Roth (2006), student teachers wanted to provide 
their students with support by establishing an empathic presence that “permits students 
and teachers to see each other and know that what is being shared is real” (p. 279). 
Elaine was particularly concerned with LGBTQ students who seemed to need support 
and wanted to reach out in solidarity. Although more cautious, Stephen also expressed 
a personal responsibility to help LGBTQ students in need. Their mentors, Susan and 
John, respectively, assumed a cautious approach. They recognized that in some environ-
ments, coming out can be viewed as a jarring disruption to heteronormative expectations 
(Evans, 2002); therefore, they recommended using broad statements regarding respect 
and kindness that would resonate with all students. In contrast, Robert’s approach was 
more assertive in a way that aligned with Rodgers and Raider-Roth’s (2006) contention 
that “in authentic connection teachers and students can bring their feelings, experi-
ences, memories and hopes to one another” so that “students can know that teachers 
are ready and available to participate in the learning enterprise with them” (p. 279). 
Having recently come out to his own students with success, Robert recommended that 
disclosure should be delivered as a part of casual conversation, much in the way that 
heterosexual colleagues might speak about their personal lives in appropriate contexts. 
He advised Martin that by normalizing his own life, he might be free to be more fully 
present to meet students’ needs.

Environmental Contexts
Consistent with Rodgers and Raider-Roth’s (2006) contentions that environmental 
contexts may affect the learning process, student teachers and mentors considered how 
rapidly changing attitudes toward LGBTQ issues might affect identity negotiation in 
the classroom. During data collection for this study, marriage equality was on the hori-
zon, and Caitlyn Jenner had raised transgender awareness to unprecedented heights. At 
50 years old, Susan marveled at the changes she had witnessed throughout her career.

How wonderful it is to see how rapidly now things are changing. It seems rapidly 
for you all I’m sure. It seems like it’s taken forever on our end. Because we had to 
put up with living privately for so long. As sad and pathetic as it sounds, you didn’t 
dare hang around somebody that was obviously gay a whole lot because then the 
questions would come for you. And again, it was a matter of “Do I provide for 
my family, or am I true to myself?” Because it was very difficult to do both. (focus 
group, November 26, 2014)

 American attitudes toward gays and lesbians have begun to shift with attitudes 
favoring gay marriage reaching 60% (Gallup, 2015). Furthermore, 60% of Americans 
reported satisfaction with increased social acceptance of gays and lesbians (McCarthy, 
2016). Given these gains, one might assume that young teachers would be less con-
cerned about disclosure than older generations. Yet, this study provided evidence that 
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neither youth, nor geographical location, ensures confidence among lesbian or gay 
preservice teachers. Although Martin lived in a location he identified as one of the 
most progressive in the Northeast, he exhibited significant stress related to concealing 
or revealing his orientation. Likewise, Elaine and Stephen also struggled to negotiate 
identity within new professional paradigms. These findings are congruent with previous 
studies demonstrating that LGBTQ millennials continue to grapple with stressors relat-
ed to identity development and presentation (Bos, Sandfort, de Bruyn, & Hakvoort, 
2008; Bruce, Harper, & Bauermeister, 2015; Frost & Bastone, 2008). Although many 
gains have been made, more work remains to be done.

DISCUSS ION
This study was designed to examine what LGBTQ student teachers in music classrooms 
might learn from experienced LGBTQ music educators. I sought to match mentees 
with mentors who shared their sexual orientation and who taught near regions where 
the student teachers hoped to find employment. Participants shared that the reflective 
process provided a valuable opportunity to consider and challenge their ideas related 
to LGBTQ issues in the classroom. However, differences in life experiences (e.g., age, 
gender, and geography) almost inevitably resulted in philosophical differences regard-
ing these issues. As Connell (2014) noted, the varied contexts in which people live and 
teach can affect how LGBTQ individuals navigate lived experiences. Fortunately, men-
tors and mentees in this study maintained levels of mutual respect, and their support 
fostered valuable relationships between the student teacher and mentor (Abell et al., 
1995) even though generational and sociopolitical contexts varied.
 As an educator who grew up and taught in a conservative region, I recognize and 
appreciate the context that Susan and John provided Elaine and Stephen. Yet during 
data collection, I wondered whether Elaine’s and John’s warnings to compartmentalize 
professional and personal worlds were still relevant in today’s changing world. When 
does thoughtful caution become a habit, rather than a means of vocational survival? At 
what point do LGBTQ teachers claim privilege, rather than living beneath it? McBride 
(2016) noted:

The contradiction between “flaunting” one’s sexual identity as opposed to with-
holding such information unless specifically asked speaks to the role of hetero-
sexual privilege in LGBT teachers’ decisions to disclose their sexual orientation to 
students. The belief that being out in any capacity as a LGBT teacher is perhaps 
synonymous with advertising one’s sexual behavior (in relation to what straight 
couples “do” in the privacy of their home) demonstrates the important influence 
of heteronormative discourse and established sexual neutrality in schools on LGBT 
teachers’ self-perception. (p. 70)

On the other hand, considering the virulent rhetoric between political parties in the 
2016 presidential election, does Robert’s admonition to come out to others seem cautious 
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enough? Sociopolitical environments may vary greatly, even within a single school district. 
Context is everything.
 It is easy to succumb to the strictures of identity politics that demand allegiance to 
a cause; however, as educators, we need to acknowledge the varying levels of privilege 
that afford coming out or reaching out to LGBTQ students. Those with greater financial 
resources have less to fear if they lose their job. Likewise, those whose families embrace 
LGBTQ causes have less to lose socially. Individuals who are able to come out have 
unique opportunities to challenge LGBTQ silencing in the schools, which Evans (2000) 
described. When teachers like Robert can normalize their experiences by sharing their lives 
in the same way that their heterosexual colleagues do, opposing scripts of gay pride and 
professionalism (Connell, 2014) may no longer be viewed as mutually exclusive categories.
 Ethically speaking, how should music teacher educators prepare LGBTQ preservice 
teachers for the varied sociopolitical contexts they will encounter? Should they stress 
caution or encourage progressive action? Perhaps the most ethical approach to preparing 
preservice music teachers for the classroom is to provide not just one, but multiple, per-
spectives from educators who align with Connell’s (2014) categories of splitters, knitters, 
and quitters. Nuanced discussion regarding complex intersections (i.e., race, class, gender, 
etc.) may provide deeper insights to help future educators arrive at informed decisions 
regarding their own paths. Further research examining these intersections appears war-
ranted.
 Finding time to include LGBTQ discussions into music teacher education curri-
cula is challenging, yet as responsible pedagogues, we cannot ignore the challenges our 
students face in a rapidly changing social environment. Peer-reviewed studies regarding 
LGBTQ issues are now available in our field (e.g., Allsup, 2016; Bartolome, 2016; 
Carter, 2013; Hess, 2016; Kruse, 2016; Nichols, 2013; Palkki, 2015). Likewise, web-
sites such as the Gay Lesbian Student Education Network (http://www.glsen.org) can 
provide students with accessible sources of information. Social media sites also provide 
opportunities to establish connections worldwide with LGBTQ music teachers and 
allies willing to share their experiences. By providing these opportunities in preservice 
preparation, we may establish deeper understanding of the diversity within the ranks of 
future music educators as well as the community at large, which teachers will serve.

AUTHOR’S  NOTE
Correspondence concerning this article should be addressed to Donald M. Taylor, 
College of Music, University of North Texas, 1155 Union Circle, #311367; Denton, 
TX 76203-5017. Email: Don.Taylor@unt.edu.

NOTE
 1. The term “queer” is frequently embraced as an umbrella term among individuals whose 
sexual or gender expression varies from heteronormative expectations.
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