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The White Paper is a resource provided by the Gay, Lesbian, Bisexual and Transgender (GLBT) 
Knowledge Community (KC) of NASPA in fulfillment of its mission to provide avenues for the 
personal and professional growth of its members, increase awareness and acceptance of GLBT 
professionals and students, and promote understanding of GLBT professional and student needs 
within the field of higher education and student affairs administration.  
 
The KC produces White Papers, which are compilations of current and cutting-edge research 
summaries and briefs. The goal of the White Paper is to share knowledge and information about 
issues related to the status of the GLBT community in higher education that will prompt discussion, 
further research and showcase scholarship being conducted by students and professionals in the field. 
Higher education and student affairs professionals can consider these recent findings/results when 
tailoring programmatic and pedagogical efforts on their campus. All scholars, researchers and 
professionals are welcome to submit summaries or briefs about their scholarship to the White Paper; 
membership in NASPA is not a prerequisite.  
 
The White Paper is meant to be a space that spurs innovation, further research, and experimentation. 
Although contributions are welcome from all who wish to submit, space is limited and we reserve the 
right to hold pieces for publication in future editions of the White Paper or other GLBT KC research 
publication venues (blog, website, newsletter, etc.). The Core Member(s) for Research & White 
Paper make all editorial decisions, including acceptance, feedback on content and placement in a 
particular publication, in consultation with an editorial board consisting of GLBT KC volunteer 
members.  
 
Our editorial board is drawn from our primary audience: student affairs administrators and 
practitioners. The White Paper has been used previously as a forum to offer a summary or preview of 
an article that has been submitted for publication in a peer-reviewed or refereed journal but it does 
not qualify as a reputable trade or scholarly journal. 
 
For more information about the submission guidelines, contact the KC leadership at 
glbtkc@gmail.com 
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University of Denver Q & A: A Model of Safe Zone 
Training for Multicultural Excellence Offices 

Nick Ota-Wang ǀ University of Colorado Colorado Springs ǀ Nick.Ota-Wang@uccs.edu 
 

Introduction 
This summary of a larger capstone paper examines the Queer & Ally training program and 

network at the University of Denver, administered by the Center for Multicultural Excellence (CME), 
offering insights to consider for effective safe zone programming.  

The Center for Multicultural Excellence (CME) at the University of Denver (DU)/Colorado 
Seminary offers programs and services to support students. One office, the Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, 
Transgender, Intersex, Queer, and Ally (LGBTIQ&A) provides students support services and a Queer 
& Ally (Q&A) training program and network.  Similar to Safe Zone or Safe Space programs (Finkel, 
Storassli, Bandele, & Shafefer, 2003); the Q&A program provides LGBTIQ&A individuals with 
resources including teaching ways to speak with a staff, faculty, or fellow students about their own 
sexual or gender identity. LGBTIQ Allies also learn how to better support their LGBTIQ friends. 
 At DU, the Safe Zone Program has evolved over time. Created in 2000 at the Graduate School 
of Professional Psychology (GSPP) as the DU Queer and Ally Commission (QAC), (Q&A Training 
Program/Network, n.d.) was the student training for diversity issues.  In 2007, the QAC developed a 
new identity and curriculum with its move to CME. (Q&A Training Program/Network, n.d.). In 
2007, based upon a campus-wide Queer and Ally Commission report, the QAC was expanded, 
renamed the Queer & Ally (Q&A) Training Network, and relocated to CME. 
 University campuses can be a lonely, uncomfortable, or even hostile place for LGBTIQ&A 
students because of the bigoted attitudes and misperceptions by their peers about who they are and 
are not and their acceptability (Eliason, 1997).  Safe Zone Programs are designed to increase 
awareness, knowledge of, sensitivity to, and issues facing marginalized community members (Finkel, 
et al., 2003) with a focus on the specific and unique needs of the LGBTIQ&A community (Safe 
Zone, 2010).  By focusing on inclusiveness and education, university-based Safe Zone Programs 
provide a safe place for advocacy, skill building, and partnerships for LGBTIQ&A student, faculty, 
and staff members (Alvarez & Schneider, 2008).  

Poynter and Tubbs (2008) report that Safe Zone Programs share a common goal of 
“improving the campus climate, increasing awareness, enhancing conversations around LGBT issues, 
providing safe space, and providing skills to members to confront homophobia, transphobia, 
biphobia, or heterosexism” (p. 122-123).  For many Safe Zone Programs, improving campus climates 
have been accomplished by focusing on developing Ally training programs. According to Evans 
(2002), educating and training Allies of and for the LGBTIQ&A communities about LGBTIQ&A 
issues can empower community members, especially those less empowered to know who are safe.   
 The Q&A Program supports the Association of American Colleges and Universities elements 
of inclusive excellence:   

1. A focus on student intellectual and social development 
2. Purposeful development and utilization of resources to enhance student learning.  
3. Attention to the cultural differences learners brings to the educational experience. 
4. A welcoming community that engages all of its diversity in the service of student and 

organizational learning (Williams, Berger, & McClendon, 2005) 
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CME’s programs and trainings are aimed to increase diversity awareness.  Although not required for 
members of the university community, many trainings are taught as course requirements or 
experienced by those of voluntarily sign up for trainings.  

Missing pieces from the Safe Zone Programs and Q&A Program literature are a theoretical 
model, program guidelines, and consistency between university programs. However, because these 
programs are responsive to local needs, Safe Zone Programs are not or should not be “cookie cutter” 
programs, but programs that should share general principles.  Guidelines based on a theoretical model 
should be developed so universities who wish to establish a Safe Zone or similar programs can have 
benefit from existing program’s experiences.  

University campuses can be a lonely, uncomfortable, or even hostile place for LGBTIQ&A 
students because of the bigoted attitudes and misperceptions by their peers about who they are and 
are not.  Safe Zone Programs are designed to increase awareness, knowledge of, sensitivity to, and 
issues facing LGBTIQ&A and other marginalized community members (Finkel, et al., 2003; Safe 
Zone, n.d., NYU’s Ally Program, n.d.).  Unlike many diversity programs offered on university 
campuses, Safe Zone Programs focus on the specific and unique needs of the LGBTIQ&A 
community (Safe Zone, n.d.).  According to Poynter and Tubbs (2008), Safe Zone Programs should 
have a common goal of  “improving the campus climate, increasing awareness, enhancing 
conversations around LGBT issues, providing safe space, and providing skills to members to confront 
homophobia, transphobia, biphobia, or heterosexism” (p. 122-123).  By focusing on inclusiveness, 
Safe Zone programs have provided, a safe place for advocacy, skill building, and partnerships for 
LGBTQI&A student, faculty, and staff members (Alvarez & Schneider, 2008).  
 The traditional Safe Zone symbol is an upside down pink triangle in the middle of a green 
circle (Safe Zone, n.d.). Historically, the pink triangle was used in Nazi Germany to identify 
individuals (mostly men) who were or presumed to be gay or bisexual (Safe Zone NYU’s Ally 
Program, n.d.).  The green circle symbolizes welcome (Finkel, et al., 2003). The pink triangle and the 
green circle together symbolize a LGBTIQ&A safe haven.  

Safe Zone Programs are based on inclusion, education, and partnerships between the 
LGBTQIA professional staff and the university community and emphasizes skills building about the 
“how to” conversation with potential anti-gay individuals (Poynter, 2007). When creating a Safe 
Zone Program, the Human Rights Campaign (HRC) has developed Safe Zone Program guidelines 
that include defining the terms when describing the program or the people, creating a clear mission 
statement, and knowing how supportive the university administration will be (Human Rights 
Campaign, n.d.). 

Unfortunately, the Q&A Program is typical of many Safe Zone Programs in that it is 
atheoretical and has not benefitted from a program assessment.  Nevertheless, the question remains of 
why do Allies advocate for the LGBTIQ community?  To address this question, LBGT Ally Identity 
Theory (Vernaglia, 2000) provides a useful theoretical anchor for higher education and the DU Q&A 
Program.  

Based on the Safe Zone Program, the Q&A program is designed for members and Allies of 
LGBTIQ to examine their LGBTIQ knowledge and biases and develop skills for dialogues with non-
supportive LGBTIQ individuals. Unfortunately, common to Safe Zone Programs nationwide is an 
absence of theory when developing the program and according to Poynter and Tubbs (2008), “a lack 
of comprehensive information from others about how to implement, coordinate, facilitate training, 
and assess these programs. As a result, these programs can still be based on little shared knowledge 
or experience” (p. 123).  

The Q&A Program at DU is an example of how a Safe Zone Program can be developed to 
meet the needs of a campus community. Having individuals trained through the Q&A Program is not 
only a benefit to the university but also helps the larger Denver community have individuals who are 
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knowledgeable about the LGBTIQ&A community. The current network (including network alumni) 
also helps community members with the work of furthering LGBTIQ inclusion.  
 Safe Zone Programs play an important role in helping make higher education a supportive 
place for LGBTIQ&A individuals. Recommendations about future directions for research and 
assessment and personal reflections will support the importance of Safe Zone programs.   
 LGBTIQ&A students on college campuses need additional support, and encouragement.  One 
way to build a strong and safe community for LGBTIQ&A students is through Safe Zone Training.  
At DU. the Q&A Program has been an essential to help educate the community about what being 
LGBTIQ&A means providing a safe space for friends, strangers and Allies to become better 
informed about LGBTIQ issues. 
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Clemson University ǀ eavery@clemson.edu, skharwo@clemson.edu, djones1@clemson.edu, 

spotter@clemson.edu, mboettc@clemson.edu 
 
 

Introduction 
Higher education professionals must consider the specific needs, challenges, and nuances of 

lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender (LGBT) students in order to adapt to the current campus 
environments to meet the needs of diverse collegiate populations. LGBT students are gaining 
visibility on college campuses. Their adjustment to and well being as a part of campus life are 
important areas to examine in order to better understand this population of students. For the purposes 
of this study, well-being is defined as the state in which “mind, body, and spirit are integrated by the 
individual to live life more fully within the human and natural community” (Witmore & Sweeney, 
1998, p. 43-44). This study will focus specifically on the five “higher order dimensions” of wellness 
and well-being as defined by Hattie, Myers, & Sweeney (2004): creative self, coping self, social self, 
essential self, and physical self.	

The well-being of LGBT students is an emerging topic in higher education; however, there is 
still a gap in helping these students to better transition to, feel safe, and feel welcomed on their 
campuses as Weiler (2003) wrote, “A school’s climate is a significant determinant of whether an 
environment is healthy and conducive to learning” (p. 2). While the literature states that LGBT 
students have a growing voice on college campuses, there is still a long way to go.	

While some colleges and universities acknowledge the presence of lesbian, gay, and bisexual 
(LGB)—or sexual minority—students on their campuses, few institutions gather and maintain 
data on the numbers or needs of sexual minority students. As a result, many sexual minority 
students in higher education tend to be invisible; therefore, their presence and experiences are 
known only anecdotally… (Sanlo, 2005, p. 97) 	
With this in mind, we propose a study on how modern LGBT students navigate issues of 

well-being in a higher education setting through a qualitative research process. The setting for this 
study is a public, land-grant, research institution in the Southeast. To conduct this study, we will 
interview several students who identify as members of the LGBT community. As researchers, we 
understand and acknowledge that this acronym does not represent all sexual and gender identities, 
and therefore for this study we are choosing to use it as an umbrella term for all who may fall under 
this identity to be consistent with current scholarly literature. 

	
Literature Review	

Experiences of LGBT students on college campuses have received little scholarly attention 
compared to other diverse student groups, rendering them a less visible student population. Some 
universities record the numbers of LGBT students in their demographic information but few maintain 
documentation of the needs and individual experiences of those students (Sanlo, 2005). Many key 
scholars have explored issues of campus climate through the lens of race (Garvey, 2015; Herek, 
1993). While the experiences of students with underrepresented racial identities differ greatly, 
campus can feel unsafe in many of the same ways for racially underrepresented and LGBT students. 
Anecdotal accounts of their experiences far outweigh peer-reviewed scholarly evidence, and several 
gaps exist in understanding the holistic experience of the LGBT college student (Bilodeau & Renn, 
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2005; Sanlo, 2005). There is evidence, however, that suggests strongly that LGBT students face 
unique challenges that supplement those seen among their cisgender, heterosexual counterparts (di 
Bartolo, 2013; Rankin, 2005; Renn, 2004; Sanlo, 2005). We plan to explore these challenges and the 
impact they have on the well-being of LGBT students by examining the holistic college experiences 
of our participants. 	

Several models describe the process through which LGBT students develop their sexual 
identity (Cass, 1979, 1984; D’Augelli, 1994; Fassinger, 1996). These models serve as the theoretical 
framework on which much research surrounding LGBT students is founded, but there are limitations 
to these theories. These theories focus on gay and lesbian experiences, often leaving out other sexual 
and gender identities. LGBT populations and gender non-conforming populations tend to be lumped 
together (di Bartolo, 2013) though their experiences differ greatly (Renn, 2004, 2007; Weiler, 2003). 
Negative issues related to well-being may delay disclosure of LGBT student identities or prohibit 
them from ever coming out at all (di Bartolo, 2013; Renn, 2004; Weiler, 2003). Overall, LGBT 
student well being can impact sexual identity formation (di Bartolo, 2013; Sanlo, 2005). Our 
exploration is limited to students who have progressed enough in their identity development to be out 
and involved with the campus GSA, but through their stories we can delve into their well being and 
development in the context of this campus. 	

Specific elements of campus climate that pose challenges to LGBT student well-being and 
include a variety of risks. LGBT students are likely to experience heterosexist and homophobic 
harassment on campus, particularly if they are out (di Bartolo, 2013; Rankin, 2005; Renn, 2004; 
Sanlo, 2005). Due to harassment by peers, LGBT students may develop feelings of non-inclusion or 
wrongdoing. In addition, many endure problems with academic engagement and campus engagement 
because of an overall feeling that they don’t belong on campus, which creates the risk of non-
retention (D’Augelli, 1992; Nunn & Bolt, 2015; Woodford & Koolick, 2015). Research also finds 
that a lack of healthcare available to this population creates higher vulnerability to mental and 
physical health risks (Platzer, 1999; Sanlo, 2005). We plan to engage with participants about risks 
they have or have not experienced to explore the effects those risks have had on their well being. 	

In addition to physical safety, LGBT students face a lack of support elsewhere on campus. 
LGBT students may not have their voices heard or their concerns acknowledged in a welcoming 
educational environment on campuses without the allocation of specific services and resource centers 
(Sanlo, Rankin, & Schoenberg, 2002). Without these resources, LGBT students’ ability to find peers, 
faculty, and staff who may openly support them can be difficult. Because that hinders social 
integration and institutional satisfaction (Woodford & Kulick, 2015; Renn, 2010), we plan to explore 
the negative impact on well being that results from a lack of resources. 	

Sanlo (2005) described resiliency as a combination of coping techniques and psychological 
well being. Students who identify within the LGBT community face struggles unique to their 
experiences that impact their ability to successfully navigate difficulties in college (di Bartolo, 2013; 
Rankin, 2005; Renn, 2004; Sanlo, 2005). The number of LGBT students who remain on campus and 
graduate with a degree is lower than non-LGBT students (Nunn & Bolt; 2015; Renn, 2010; Sanlo, 
2005). Researchers have, however, determined that there are external factors that impact resiliency 
positively such as involvement in student organizations and leadership opportunities (Renn, 2008, 
Stevens, 2004). As we explore the experiences of our participants we will examine the ways that 
involvement enhances resiliency and impacts overall well being.  

	
Research Design	

The primary question for our research is: How do LGBT students navigate issues of well-
being in higher education? In order to answer this question, we will be sending out a survey to the 
listserv for a gay/straight alliance as well as a LGBT counseling support group at a land-grant 
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institution in the Southeast. We are sending this demographic survey to find self-selected, volunteers 
to participate in our study. From this survey, we will choose four individuals to participate in the 
interview process. These interviews will be conducted with two of the researchers present. Voice 
recorders will be used to document the interview.	
 For this study, we will be taking a constructivist worldview. According to Creswell (2002), 
this approach looks to the individual's’ meaning-making of the world. “These meanings are varied 
and multiple, leading the researcher to look for complexity of views rather than narrow meanings” 
(Creswell, 2002, p. 8). As constructivist researchers, we will seek to understand the individual's’ 
experiences and interactions around their LGBT identity. In order to conduct our study with a 
constructivist worldview, we will use a semi-structured interview format, asking the participants 
open-ended questions to allow the participants to explore their experiences and make meaning of 
them. The questions used will encourage the sharing of individual narratives.	
 We will be using several contacts on the institution’s campus as resources including the social 
justice coordinator, a campus task force on LGBT issues, a graduate student working with the LGBT 
community on campus, and campus counseling staff. All of these individuals have worked with the 
LGBT community on campus and are experts on these students. The graduate student working with 
the LGBT population on campus is also the advisor for the gay/straight alliance and can be a liaison 
between the researchers and the student group. Another campus resource we will be talking with is 
the LGBT taskforce. This group will give us perspective on the progress that the campus has made 
and future plans for increasing LGBT inclusion.  
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Introduction 

This brief summarizes and introduces a study being conducted to investigate suicide 
behaviors and ideation among LGB college students. Research has suggested that LGB college 
students are likely to experience unique interpersonal risk factors because of the hostility, harassment, 
and even physical violence they experience (Oswalt & Wyatt, 2011). Researchers and theorists posit 
that these additional interpersonal risk factors, combined with negotiating the typical transitional 
challenges faced by college students (e.g., adapting to the academic workload), may explain LGB 
college students’ heightened rates of suicidal ideation and behaviors (Drum et al., 2009). 

Although no specific theory exists regarding LGB college students’ suicidal ideation and 
behaviors, Joiner’s (2005) interpersonal psychological theory of suicide seems to offer a fitting 
framework for conceptualizing suicidal ideation and behaviors in LGB college students because LGB 
college students often experience interpersonal risk factors that could contribute to their heightened 
suicidal risk (Haas et al., 2011; Hunt & Eisenberg, 2010). Joiner (2005) highlighted three factors – 
perceived burdensomeness, thwarted belongingness, and acquired capability – as being the 
underlying causes of suicide within the general population. Joiner’s (2005) theory has been applied 
and affirmed through research with various populations, including college students (Lamis, Malone, 
Langhinrichsen-Rohling, & Ellis, 2010; Van Orden et al., 2008b). However, relatively little research 
exists regarding the relationship between suicidal ideation and behavior in LGB college students 
using Joiner’s theory.   

With regard to Joiner’s (2005) factors, perceived burdensomeness could be related to LGB 
college students’ suicidal ideation because perceived burdensomeness may be associated with 
experiences of interpersonal, institutional, and societal discrimination as well as negative interactions 
with others (Silva, Chu, Monahan, & Joiner, 2014). Specifically, LGB college students’ exposure to 
discrimination and negative interpersonal interactions could result in self-hatred and feelings of being 
a liability to others (Haas et al., 2011; Silva et al., 2014). Limited research has seemingly affirmed the 
relationship between perceived burdensomeness and suicidal ideation in LGB individuals wherein 
significant positive correlations were found between suicide-related thoughts and perceived 
burdensomeness for LGB adults (Cramer, Stroud, Fraser, & Graham, 2014; Hill & Petit, 2012). 

Thwarted belongingness, which is often assessed by measuring individuals’ social 
connectedness and social support, has also been preliminarily associated with suicidal ideation in 
LGB college students (Joiner, 2005; Van Orden et al., 2010). Thwarted belongingness may be 
uniquely experienced by LGB college students because their sexual orientation may impose an 
invisible barrier in developing intimate interpersonal relationships with others, which could lead to 
social isolation (D’Augelli, 1994). Research on LGB college students suggests a link between social 
support and mental health issues often associated with suicide, such as depressive symptoms, wherein 
a lack of social support is positively correlated with depressive symptoms (Ryan, Russell, Huebner, 
Diaz, & Sanchez, 2010; Shilo & Savaya, 2012). Furthermore, LGB college students have four 
primary interpersonal connections, which are to their family, peers, academic institution, and sexual 
orientation community (Darling, McWey, Howard, & Olmstead, 2007; Drum et al., 2009). Research 
findings indicate that these four unique spheres of belongingness are significantly associated with 
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LGB college students’ mental health (Haas et al., 2011; Shilo & Savaya, 2012; Ueno, Gayman, 
Wright, & Quantz, 2009).  

Acquired capability, which is Joiner’s (2005) third factor, may be heightened for LGB college 
students because LGB individuals are more likely to be victims of traumatic events, including 
physical and sexual assault, because of antigay hate crimes (Balsam, Rothblum, & Beauchaine, 2005; 
Ryan et al., 2010). These experiences could result in an elevated pain tolerance, and consequently 
heightened acquired capability. The limited research on acquired capability and suicidal behaviors in 
LGB individuals suggests that acquired capability is significantly associated with suicide attempts 
(Ploderl, Sellmeier, Fartacek, Pichler, Fartacek, & Kralovec, 2014). 

 
Significance and Application to Practice 

First, because perceived burdensomeness is likely associated with experiences of 
discrimination as well as negative interactions with others, university staff should make intentional 
efforts at individual and institutional levels to reduce, and ideally eliminate, discrimination as well as 
make active efforts to ensure that individual interactions with LGB college students are affirming and 
supportive. Furthermore, LGB college students experiencing thwarted belongingness across multiple 
or all spheres of belongingness (i.e., family, peer, academic institution, sexual orientation 
community) may be at greater risk for suicidal ideation than those who experience a lack of 
belongingness within one sphere. Thus, individuals working with LGB college students should 
consider incorporating strategies that facilitate their development of connections with individuals 
within one or more of the spheres of belongingness. Finally, because acquired capability uniquely 
links to suicidal behavior, a difference may exist between LGB college students who simply 
experience suicidal ideation and LGB college students who choose to act on their suicidal thoughts. 
Thus, LGB college students who are exhibiting suicidal behaviors may need additional, specialized 
support services beyond LGB college students who are experiencing suicidal ideation but not 
engaging in suicidal behaviors. My active research project seeks to explore these issues.  
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