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Abstract 

LGBTQ+ undergraduates may use, perceive, and value academic libraries differently than 

previous generations, particularly if their campus has an LGBT resource center. This qualitative 

study employed Vaccaro, Russell and Koob's Minoritized Identities of Sexuality and Gender 

(MIoSG) Students and Contexts Model as a theoretical framework to determine how and where 

LGBTQ+ undergraduates find safe space on campus. Through semi-structured interviews with 

white and BIPOC LGBTQ+ undergraduates, the researcher constructed ecological maps that 

illustrated how students see themselves within the campus context and the internal and external 

factors that shape their use, perception, and value of the library, the LGBT resource center, and 

other campus spaces. Thematic analysis generated strong themes related to safe space, and how 

students use, perceive, and value the library, LGBT resource center, and other spaces on campus. 

Significant differences exist between white and BIPOC undergraduate definition and assessment 

of safe space, how that impacts their use, value, and perception of different spaces on campus, 

and what spaces they identify as supportive for identity development. Significant differences also 

exist between white and BIPOC information seeking strategies and information format 

preferences, which also impact how they use and perceive library and LGBT resource center 

resources and services. Based on the findings of this study, the researcher makes 

recommendations on how to create a student-centered, inclusive, intersectional academic library 

through partnerships and shared programming with all identity centers on campus, as well as 

how to create a safe, inclusive learning space for LGBTQ+ students in a potentially hostile 

environment. 
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Preface: Caveat 

Once upon a time, not very long ago, libraries were safe spaces for LGBTQ+ people.  

Generations of LGBTQ+ individuals found representations of themselves in library collections, 

found each other in the stacks, or simply found a space for respite and self-reflection.  Library 

and information science programs and conferences around the world increased their educational 

opportunities about the needs of LGBTQ+ patrons, as well as best practices in LGBTQ+ 

collection development, in the name of defending human rights. 

 The global COVID-19 pandemic had a major impact on how LGBTQ+ individuals access 

and use library resources and services (Conron et al., 2021; Gato et al, 2021).  The political 

climate in the United States of America has also impacted the ability of librarians to provide 

inclusive LGBTQ+ library resources and services to patrons in public, academic, and K-12 

libraries (Factora, 2022; Haupt, 2022; Lavietes, 2022).  Public spaces have become more 

dangerous for transgender people as more states pass bathroom bills and punitive laws to make 

support for transgender affirming care a crime (Factora, 2022).  As a result of these phenomena, 

the traditional pathways to self-discovery and self-acceptance that LGBTQ+ youth have found in 

libraries may change dramatically for the new generation.  In the future, these phenomena may 

also impact the perception that LGBTQ+ undergraduates have of their academic libraries.  For 

these reasons, we may consider the research that I present in my dissertation more as a snapshot 

in time and a historical document, rather than a blueprint for improvement in the current reality 

that all libraries face in the United States of America. 

 In my lifetime, I never thought I would read about or see grown men show up at a 

children’s story time with the intent to intimidate and shut down the event (Riedel, 2022a; 

Riedel, 2022b), or even hear about my home town library’s board of trustees remove LGBTQ+ 
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displays and books from the children’s and young adult sections (Grasso, 2022; Sweet, 2022).  I 

remember that my home town library’s YA collection had the classic Nancy Garden novel Annie 

On My Mind, which I discovered while browsing, and made me realize that my feelings for other 

girls were valid.  The new generation may now never get that opportunity.   

 I never thought that, during the time I worked on this dissertation, that our country’s 

political divisions and culture wars would extend to libraries and their most vulnerable users.  I 

never thought that we would see state governments and other entities challenge academic 

freedom, “critical race theory”, gender studies, and other academic disciplines with the intent of 

gutting them and removing every trace from their library collections (Anderson & Svriuga, 2022; 

Gibson et al., 2018; Kelliher, 2022; Redden, 2018; Sawchuk, 2021).  I never thought that, during 

the time I worked on this dissertation, that LGBTQ+ resource centers would be under threat due 

to budget cuts and anti-LGBTQ+ legislation (Friedman, 2020).   

 And now, here we are, at a time when we need research like my dissertation more than 

ever, if indeed LGBTQ+ lives matter, if indeed Black Lives Matter, if indeed LGBTQ+ BIPOC 

lives matter.  We are so tired.  We defend this dissertation daily even though we have not 

finished writing it.  It will never be finished, and we keep repeating ourselves.  We keep 

shouting.  It is up to white cisgender heterosexual advocates to listen and take action, to take up 

the torch for social justice.   
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

Lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender (LGBT1) youth have had a long-recorded history 

of frequenting libraries to learn about themselves, to find out if there were others like 

themselves, and to find sanctuary and a non-judgmental space.  The experiences that LGBT 

youth had in libraries often motivated them to pursue careers in librarianship, academia, 

activism, or all three.  From the mid to late twentieth century, people have published their 

experiences in libraries as part of their coming out process in anthologies, autobiographies, and 

on library websites.  In nearly all of these published narratives, the phrase “the library saved my 

life” appears at least once in the text.  After 1995, such library-affirming narratives from LGBT 

populations disappear from published personal experiences, but persist in library literature 

(Wexelbaum, 2017).  

Today, LGBT youth grow up with and use wireless Internet and personal mobile devices, 

social media, and ebooks as well as print books.  College-bound LGBT youth can search free 

online databases such as Campus Pride to locate LGBT-friendly institutions that may have 

LGBT student organizations or LGBT resource centers.  At the same time, a recent survey of 

LGBT high school seniors shows that these students are more likely to pursue majors in 

humanities and social sciences than in any other discipline (Kosciw & Boesen, 2015).  This 

could imply that they would be more likely to spend time in libraries reading or searching for 

books than other students (Collins & Stone, 2014; Mizrachi, 2015).  With that said, no current 

evidence exists to show how traditional LGBT undergraduates perceive and use their academic 

 
1
 The acronym “LGBT” in this paper is an umbrella acronym that will stand for all identities on the queer spectrum, 

including but not limited to lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, intersex, questioning, queer, asexual, pansexual, and 

all non-binary identities. I will use this acronym, as opposed to others to describe this diverse population, because as 

of 2017 it is still the acronym used by the Council for the Advancement of Standards for Higher Education (2015). 

When citing the research of others, if those researchers use variations of this acronym to include queer and/or 

questioning youth, I will use the acronym that the researchers have chosen. 
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libraries in the twenty-first century, or how academic libraries help LGBT undergraduates adjust 

to their academic or social environment.  

As of 2017, over 200 higher education institutions (which make up less than 5% of all 

higher education institutions in the United States2) have campus LGBT resource centers while all 

higher education institutions have libraries.  In addition, most undergraduates will have at least 

one class assignment that will require them to visit a campus library.  Therefore, the probability 

that the average LGBT undergraduate will visit their campus library may be higher than that of a 

visit to the LGBT resource center.  In general, undergraduates identify the academic library as a 

“third space” on campus, and often perceive it as a “safe space” as well (Brewster, 2014; de 

Jager, 2015; Elmborg, 2011; Goulding, 2005; Ruhlmann, 2014; Shoemaker, 2011; Simpson, 

2014).  In the context of higher education environments, a safe space is a place—whether 

physical or virtual—where students and faculty can express themselves, learn, and grow without 

discrimination, harassment, assault, or any other form of psychological, emotional, or physical 

harm (Wexelbaum, 2016b).  LGBT undergraduates place a high priority on safe spaces in the 

academic environment (Campen, 2021; Wexelbaum, 2016b; Wexelbaum, 2017).  Historically, 

LGBT undergraduates have identified the library as a safe space (Wexelbaum, 2017).  In my 

study, I discovered that contemporary traditional LGBT undergraduates do not always perceive 

their academic libraries as safe spaces in the same way, or to the same extent, that LGBT 

undergraduates of previous generations had done. 

Researchers of undergraduate library usage have concluded that any type of library usage 

increases the odds of first year student retention, increased GPA, and degree completion (Eng & 

 
2 I calculated this figure by counting the list of higher education institutions that have LGBT resource centers from 

The Consortium of Higher Education LGBT Resource Professionals’ “Find a LGBT Center” page, then divided by 

the total number of higher education institutions as provided by the National Center for Education Statistics.  
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Stadler, 2015; Haddow, 2013; Haddow & Joseph, 2010; Herman, 2015; Murray et al, 2016; 

Soria et al, 2013; Soria et al, 2014; Soria et al, 2015).  At the same time, none of the researchers 

have collected demographic data such as sexual orientation or gender identity from the students, 

nor have any of the studies addressed how the physical library impacts the psychological or 

emotional well-being of any student population (Haddow, 2013; Soria et al 2014; Thorpe et al, 

2016).  More higher education institutions are purposefully targeting LGBT populations for 

recruitment and retention efforts (Campus Pride, 2016; Windmeyer et al, 2013).  For this reason, 

it is time for librarians and student affairs professionals to refresh their knowledge of how LGBT 

undergraduates define the characteristics of safe spaces, how LGBT undergraduates use, 

perceive, and value library and resource center environments, and how use of academic libraries 

impacts LGBT undergraduate identity development, resilience, and adaptation to the broader 

higher education environment. 

Statement of the Problem 

The cultural disconnect between academic librarians and the traditional undergraduates 

they serve impacts undergraduate use of library resources, services, and spaces.  In general, 

librarians—including LGBT librarians--still believe that the provision and display of LGBT 

information resources is the most important support that libraries should provide for LGBT 

populations (American Libraries Association Gay Lesbian Bisexual Transgender Roundtable, 

2014; Stacey, 2016; Symons & Freeman, 2015).  While this may have helped LGBT people of 

previous generations, as well as LGBT people who enjoy reading, this practice may not be 

enough to entice contemporary LGBT undergraduates to use the library or view it as a safe 

space.  In short, the older generations’ reasons for why the library saved their life may not be the 

same as those of current students.  
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It is possible that today’s LGBT undergraduates will never visit the library if they have 

an LGBT resource center equipped with computers and other resources, if they do all of their 

research online, or if their coursework does not require them to visit the library.  If that is so, 

librarians need to know what would motivate LGBT undergraduates to make use of the library—

especially if they work at an institution without an LGBT resource center.  At the same time, 

LGBT resource center directors—or those student affairs staff that provide support to LGBT 

undergraduates—need to hear why and how LGBT students frequent different spaces on campus 

depending on their purpose and interests.  In this way, academic librarians and student affairs 

professionals can collaborate and cross-promote their resources, services, and spaces with the 

intent to support LGBT student success. 

Description and Scope of the Research 

 This study captured the perceptions, usage, and impact of academic libraries on LGBT 

undergraduates from semi-structured interviews.  In the context of this study, “perception” 

means the interpretation of an environment by LGBT undergraduates based on internal factors 

and experiences that shape their understanding and expectation of that environment.  I also 

learned how LGBT undergraduates value their libraries.  In the context of this study, “value” 

means the perceived importance, worth, or usefulness of a higher education space, resource, or 

service.  I determined how and why LGBT undergraduates may value their academic libraries 

based on perception and experience in those spaces.   

 The study empowered current traditional LGBT undergraduates to share their 

experiences in academic library spaces.  They described how making use of the academic library 

space has helped them, if at all.  During their interviews, I also asked them to differentiate 

between use and benefits of academic library space, those of the LGBT resource center, and 
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other campus spaces they considered safe. Contemporary research studies of how LGBT 

undergraduates acclimate to campus environments, as well as research studies focused on 

general LGBT college student development, do not provide information on the role of libraries in 

LGBT college student development.  Based on the information provided in their articles, it is 

unknown whether or not researchers asked LGBT undergraduates any questions that would allow 

them to speak about libraries, or if the LGBT undergraduates featured in those studies did not 

recognize the academic library as a regularly frequented place.    

 The conceptual framework for the study is Vaccaro, Russell, and Koob’s (2015) 

emergent “Minoritized Identities of Sexuality and Gender (MIoSG) Students and Context 

Model.”  It is the first ecological systems theory specific to LGBT undergraduates that is a 

hybrid of Bronfenbrenner’s ecological human development model and D’Augelli’s lesbian gay 

bisexual (LGB) lifespan development model.  Both Bronfenbrenner’s ecological human 

development model and D’Augelli’s LGB lifespan development model focus on the role of 

environment in building human adaptation skills, resilience, and identity development.  

Bronfenbrenner, D’Augelli, and Vaccaro, Russell, and Koob intertwine human identity 

development and adaptation to new environments.  Humans bring a pre-existing set of internal 

factors (biological and psychosocial traits influenced by positive or negative experiences) into 

environments shaped by external factors (people, systems, policies, laws, and the surrounding 

history and culture of a people or an institution).  According to D’Augelli and the team of 

Vaccaro, Russell, and Koob, phases of LGBT identity development can start, stop, or freeze 

depending on factors that youth encounter as they move in and out of different environments.  

I have selected the Minoritized Identities of Sexuality and Gender (MIoSG) Students and 

Context Model as the conceptual framework of this study because it provides a “map” to chart 
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the internal and external factors that affect LGBT undergraduate identity development and 

adaptation to higher education environments.  It addresses all of the background factors that 

LGBT youth bring with them to new higher education environments, how those factors impact 

their perception of those environments, and what would help them adapt to and build resilience 

in those new environments while keeping in mind that LGBT identities in youth are still fluid, 

and likely shaped by oppression (D’Augelli, 1988b; D’Augelli 1991a; D’Augelli, 1991b;  

D’Augelli, 1992a; D’Augelli, 1994a; D’Augelli, 2003; Levitt & Ippolito, 2014; Rosario et al., 

2006; Vaccaro et al., 2015).  I used the MIoSG Students and Context Model to help me identify 

and express the factors that influence LGBT undergraduate perception of their academic libraries 

and how interactions within the library space, whether with people or resources, affect their 

identity development, resilience, and acclimation to the larger campus environment.  

Purpose and Significance of the Study 

 Undergraduate retention is of major concern to four-year higher education institutions. 

Students from underrepresented, vulnerable populations are less likely to complete their four-

year degree than the majority undergraduate population.  Lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, 

queer, questioning, and gender non-conforming (LGBT) undergraduates often face 

microaggressions, harassment, or discrimination in educational environments and seek out allies, 

independent interests, and safe spaces (Campus Pride, 2012; Daniels & Geiger, 2010; Gay 

Lesbian Straight Education Network, 2015; Garvey & Rankin, 2012; Garvey & Estep, 2019; 

Grant et al, 2014; Human Rights Campaign, 2006; Klem & Connell, 2004; Luna, 2005; Lust, 

2012; Manning et al., 2012, 2014; Stewart, 2006; Vega, 2013; Wallace, 2016).  

LGBT undergraduates may experience microaggressions in their college environments in 

addition to the usual challenges that all undergraduates face in adapting to the academic and 
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social cultures of higher education institutions.  LGBT undergraduates at residential institutions, 

particularly those without easy “escape” if they have no transportation and come from distant 

places, search for safe spaces on campus where they can reflect, express themselves, and learn 

without fear of judgement or harm.  While it is possible that 21st century traditional 

undergraduates may find a variety of safe spaces on their college campus, LGBT students had 

historically found support and safe space in their academic libraries (Baxter, 2014; Brewster, 

2014 birdie, 2011; Conklin, 1997; de Jager, 2015; Elmborg, 2011; Gittings, 1990; Goulding, 

2005; Grallo, Chalmers, & Baker, 2012; Maxwell, 2006; Riel, 1997; Ruhlmann, 2014; 

Shoemaker, 2011; Simpson, 2014; Smith et al., 2014; terrance, 2007; Wexelbaum, 2016b; 

Wexelbaum, 2017).  

While multiple studies exist to show how academic library use positively affects 

undergraduate retention as a whole (Haddow, 2013; Soria et al., 2014; Thorpe et al., 2016), none 

of the investigators identified how academic library usage influences LGBT undergraduate 

retention.  To determine the impact of academic libraries on LGBT undergraduate students, I 

interviewed currently enrolled LGBT undergraduates to determine how they interact with the 

academic library, if at all, and how academic library use affected their identity development, 

resilience, and acclimation to the larger academic and social campus environments.  Through 

literature review and the student interviews, I determined the internal and external factors that 

affect LGBT undergraduate usage, perception, and value of academic libraries.  I also identified 

similarities and differences between LGBT undergraduate use of libraries and resource centers.  

It is my hope that academic libraries and student affairs units focused on LGBT student 

resources and services will use the findings of this study to collaborate in the reorganization of 
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resources, services, and spaces to improve LGBT undergraduate resilience and adaptation, which 

ultimately improves their retention. 

 This is the first study to show how contemporary LGBT undergraduates use, perceive, 

and value their academic libraries, and how academic libraries can influence LGBT 

undergraduate identity development, adaptation to the larger higher education environment, and 

resilience.  It is the first study show how race and socioeconomic class may also play a role in 

how LGBT undergraduates use, perceive, and value their academic libraries and other campus 

spaces, and if academic libraries have the same impact on LGBT undergraduate identity 

development, adaptation to college, and resilience for students of color as they may have for 

white students.  It is also the first study to employ Vaccaro, Russell, and Koob’s (2015) emergent 

“Minoritized Identities of Sexuality and Gender (MIoSG) Students and Context Model” as its 

framework.  MIoSG, a hybrid of Bronfenbrenner’s ecological human development model and 

D’Augelli’s lesbian gay bisexual lifespan development model, is the first ecological systems 

model specifically designed to study the LGBT undergraduate experience.  I utilized MIoSG as 

the conceptual framework of this study to determine if any or all of the factors within that model 

impact LGBT undergraduate perception and experience in an academic library environment. 

Ultimately, I employed MioSG to show how their experience in the academic library 

environment supports adaptation and resilience in the larger college environment.   

Research Questions 

 Through interviews with current LGBT undergraduates, I sought answers to the 

following questions: 

• How do lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender (LGBT) undergraduates identify and 

assess safe spaces? 
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• What internal and environmental factors influence LGBT undergraduate perception 

of academic library spaces? 

• How do LGBT undergraduates perceive, use and value their academic libraries? 

• How does use of the academic library affect LGBT undergraduate identity 

development, adaptation to the higher education environment, and resilience? 

• How does presence of a campus LGBT resource center impact LGBT undergraduate 

use and perception of academic library spaces? 

I will explore the following themes in this study: 

• The effects of internal and external factors on LGBT youth perception of college 

environments; 

• The effects of internal and external factors on LGBT youth adjustment to college 

environments; 

• The effects of environmental factors on LGBT college student development; 

• The effect, if any, of academic library use on LGBT college student development; 

• The influence of LGBT resource center use on LGBT college student development; 

 Results of this study will help academic librarians and student affairs professionals 

improve campus resources, services, and spaces for LGBT undergraduates to improve student 

retention and engagement.  

Significance of the Research Study 

 This study will be the first to address specifically how academic libraries affect LGBT 

undergraduate identity development using Vaccaro, et al.’s MIoSG Students and Context Model 

as a conceptual framework.  It will also be the first study to address how contemporary LGBT 

undergraduate perceptions and usage of undergraduate libraries may differ from LGBT 
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undergraduates of previous generations, which has the potential to change with academic 

librarians and student affairs professionals believe about today’s LGBT undergraduates and their 

needs.  Ideally, LGBT undergraduates will benefit from this investigation.  The information that 

they provide about their lived college experiences will inform librarians and student affairs 

professionals about their needs, the campus resources, services, and spaces that successfully 

meet those needs and those that need improvement.  Results of this study will update academic 

librarian and student affairs professional knowledge of LGBT undergraduate needs so that they 

can plan proactively for the incoming generation of college students.  The study will also lead to 

recommendations for improved practice for academic libraries and LGBT resource centers.  

Assumptions of the Study 

The 21st century LGBT undergraduate population is incredibly diverse, and not all four- 

year institutions have an LGBT resource center.  I anticipate that more LGBT undergraduates 

will have visited their academic library than their LGBT resource center.  Their perceptions of 

library resources, services, and spaces may differ based on previous experience in libraries, their 

academic achievement, transgender, queer, or gender non-conforming status, and LGBT resource 

center presence on their campus.  

Limitations of the Study 

 The study includes several limitations.  First, students self-identified as LGBT in order to 

participate in the study.  This means that they had already experienced some level of outness and 

comfort level with making their identity known to a stranger from off campus.  For this reason, I 

asked students about who they are out to on campus versus off campus as well as where they are 

in their coming out process in order to establish a complete picture of how their extant LGBT 
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identity development influenced perceptions and use of campus environments, resources, and 

services.  

While my research participants came from diverse backgrounds, I had no guarantee that 

my sample would reflect their campus demographics.  I also had no a priori guarantee that I 

would have a balanced number of gay male, lesbian, bisexual, transgender, queer, intersex, or 

other gender non-conforming participants in this study.  I address my research participants in 

more detail in the Results and Discussion sections.  It was also possible that all of my research 

participants would come from one particular class (ex. all first year students or all seniors).  

Class overrepresentation may indicate the level of outness of LGBT undergraduates at that 

institution, the amount of free time they may have available due to workload or other competing 

interests, or simply the number and distribution of LGBT undergraduates at each institution.  For 

these reasons, my research results may not address each specific population within the LGBT 

community.  These issues are also addressed later in the dissertation.  

Role of the Researcher 

 Gadamer (1975) stated one cannot step outside of history when studying people and their 

lived experiences because all human beings are a part of and shaped by history.  For this reason, 

interview responses from contemporary LGBT undergraduates may have some connection to 

those published narratives of LGBT individuals who have used their academic libraries in their 

youth, or the lived experience of the researcher. 

As qualitative researcher, I am the instrument of analysis in this study.  My life story and 

career path has shaped the design of this study.  First, I am an aneurotypical Jewish lesbian, 

always the “queer” one who never fits.  Social interactions often cause anxiety for me, because 

aneurotypical people often struggle with face-to-face communication and do not always share the 
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same interests as others (Bissonnette, 2013). To me, safe spaces do not only mean judgment free 

spaces; they also mean spaces with few or no people in them. For these reasons, libraries have 

served as sanctuaries for me, and my experience locating and reading LGBT books and 

magazines in libraries has paralleled those of LGBT individuals from Generation X and previous 

generations who have also used libraries for this purpose. 

 People who write textbooks on research methods often say that a researcher who shares 

the same personal or professional background as their research participants could bias their own 

study.  This assumes that all people that share a common identity all think the same way.  While 

I am a lesbian, I am aware of the great diversity that exists in postmodern queer populations.  If 

any personal bias influences interactions with research participants or analysis of data, it 

emanated from generational and cultural differences.  At the same time, if the LGBT students 

know that I am also a lesbian, that I advocate for LGBT civil rights, and that we have had the 

common experience of going to college while LGBT, this may break the ice and help us to 

develop a rapport. With my LGBT students, I will play the role of “ardent activist” (Tracy, 2013, 

p. 107)—a researcher who professes to share the values and ideologies held in common with 

their subjects.   

Summary 

 LGBT undergraduates of previous generations identified their campus library as a safe 

space on campus, which made them say that the library saved their lives.  Emergence of LGBT 

resource centers on campus as well as LGBT online spaces that youth inhabit and perceive as 

“safe” may have impact on contemporary LGBT undergraduate perception, use, and value of 

academic libraries.  This study will focus primarily on twenty-first century LGBT 

undergraduates and their usage, perception, and value of academic libraries.  Using Vaccaro, 
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Russell, and Koob’s emergent “Minoritized Identities of Sexuality and Gender (MIoSG) 

Students and Context Model, I will demonstrate how internal and external factors affect 

contemporary LGBT undergraduate usage, perception, and value of academic libraries, and how 

libraries may help or hinder student adaptation and resilience to the larger higher education 

environment.  Students fortunate enough to attend institutions that have LGBT resource centers 

will also have the opportunity to speak to their usage, perception, and value of LGBT resource 

centers as a point of comparison to academic libraries. Finally, this study will identify the 

elements of an academic library that LGBT undergraduates historically have valued, and will 

determine if current LGBT undergraduates perceive, experience, and value their academic 

library environments in the same way if they have other resources, services, or spaces on campus 

that meet those same needs.   

  



   
 

26 

Chapter 2: Literature Review 

In this study I address how traditional LGBT undergraduates perceive and use the 

academic library, how internal and external factors affect how they navigate and identify within 

that environment, and how that environment may influence their identity development.  In this 

literature review, I will first describe the ecological system theories and LGBT identity 

development models that serve as the study’s frameworks.  I then will provide the evidence of 

how researchers had applied these models and theories to LGBT populations, the challenges in 

doing such research, and critiques of those models and theories.  Next, I will address the role that 

academic libraries play in student identity development in helping students build resilience and 

adapt to their college environments, which would lead to retention and student success.  I next 

discuss how academic libraries collect data on the impact their resources, services, and spaces 

have on students, as well as how they may assess climate for minority populations.  Next, I 

document extant evidence of LGBT undergraduate expectations of higher education 

environments, student library usage and its effect on their identity development, resilience, and 

adaptation to the academic environment.  This evidence includes published narratives of LGBT 

individuals from previous generations who wrote about their experiences in academic libraries.  

After surveying the LGBT experience in higher education environments, I will define LGBT 

resource centers, their role in LGBT identity development, adaptation to the larger college 

environment, and resilience building, and compare LGBT resource centers to academic libraries 

in that regard. 

Theoretical Background 

To this day, experts in multiple disciplines cannot agree upon whether people are born 

LGBT, if their family environment may “make them that way,” or if a combination of genetics 
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and environmental influence determines sexual orientation or transgender identity.  For young 

adults—including traditional aged undergraduates—LGBT identity development is fluid 

(Rosario et al., 2006).  On average, individuals begin the process of taking on an LGBT identity 

in their teenage years (Calzo et al., 2011).  Life experience, which includes complex socializing 

with cisgender, heterosexual, and LGBT people on multiple levels, affects if and how an LGBT 

individual will reflect upon their identity.  Entering and exiting particular environments affects 

whether or not an LGBT individual will decide to “come out” to others about their identity, or to 

live as one type of person or another as an adult (D’Augelli, 1994, p. 320).  Life experience will 

also shape an LGBT individual’s educational and career goals, based on how peers, teachers, 

coworkers, policies, and laws affect an LGBT individual’s experience in particular 

environments.  

What experts do agree upon is that environment—inclusive of the people within it and 

the culture, policies, and laws that shape it—can impact how LGBT youth will express their 

sexual orientation or gender identity (Higa et al., 2014; Kosciw et al., 2015).  The ability to be 

“out” under specific circumstances affects a person’s ability to thrive in that space (Meezan & 

Martin, 2003, p. 6; Meyer, 2016).  The ability to be “out” or not in college, therefore, influences 

a student’s ability to succeed in that environment (Kosciw et al., 2015; Pryor, 2015). This 

phenomena specific to LGBT youth aligns with the larger truth that, in general, lack of support 

has a negative impact on student retention and success (Pascarella & Terenzini, 1980; Reason et 

al., 2006; Terenzini & Pascarella, 1977; Terenzini & Pascarella, 1978; Tinto, 1987).   

Higher education institutions incorporate multiple environments.  LGBT individuals may 

prefer certain spaces to others if they perceive those spaces as safe, and the people in them as 

accepting.  Three developmental theorists—Urie Bronfenbrenner, Anthony D’Augelli, and 
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Annemarie Vaccaro—have built and tested theories where environment exerts the primary 

influence on identity development, resilience, and adaptation to novel experiences.  

Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Human Development Model 

Developmental psychologist Urie Bronfenbrenner, considered the father of bioecological 

systems theory, traveled around the world to study children, college students, and other human 

populations compelled to adjust to new environments.  Bronfenbrenner focused on the 

individual’s reflections on and responses to their new environment.  He made note of how two 

sets of factors—internal and external—influence perceptions, responses, and adaptability to the 

new environment.  Internal factors include biological and psychosocial traits largely influenced 

by positive or negative experiences, while external factors include people, systems, policies and 

laws, and the surrounding community’s history and culture.  Bronfenbrenner described these 

external environmental factors as multiple layers.  Bronfenbrenner compared the individual 

enveloped in these environments to a Russian nesting doll; the size and shape of the outer layers 

affects the conditions of the dolls inside, and gives the innermost doll its complete identity 

(Bronfenbrenner, 1979, p. 3).  Bronfenbrenner described these outer layers as a series of 

concentric circles as can be seen in the following diagram: 
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Figure 1 

Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory 

 

Note. Adapted from The Psychology Notes HeadQuarters, by Alexandra, 2013.  Retrieved from 

https://www.psychologynoteshq.com/. Copyright 2013 by Alexandra.  Adapted with permission.  

 In the first version of his ecological systems theory, Bronfenbrenner identified five 

different layers of environment that impact people at all times.  Those layers of environment are: 

https://www.psychologynoteshq.com/
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The microsystem.  The microsystem is the core of Bronfenbrenner’s five environments.  

It is the most intimate environment for an individual, encompassing the most significant 

interpersonal relationships and direct interactions with an environment that becomes 

familiar over time. This is one environment composed of multiple opportunities for direct 

interactions with others within the same environment (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, p. 22). 

Examples of a microsystem could include family, school, work, prison, rehabilitation 

center, or nursing home. 

 The mesosystem.  The mesosytem encompasses interactions between different   

 environments within the microsystem, such as a relationship between family and school,  

 or school and work (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, p. 25). 

 The exosystem.  The exosystem is a series of conditions and circumstances within the  

 microsystem that may affect an individual, but do not directly involve them 

 (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, p. 25).  Financial difficulties within the family or institution, or 

 changes in employment or health status of parents or siblings are examples of such 

 situations.  These short term or long-term conditions may influence how individuals

 make decisions about their educational experience and how they will interact with their 

 college environment.  

 The macrosystem.  This system encompasses beliefs, values, policies, and laws that affect 

 an individual’s environment (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, p. 26).  It also can include support 

 systems within the environment, as provided by policies, laws, or religious beliefs, to 

 help people survive.  

 The chronosystem.  When he initially developed his theory, Bronfenbrenner recognized 

 that people experience “ecological transitions,” which he defined as “shifts in role or 
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 setting, which occur throughout the lifespan” (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, p. 6).  As people 

 enter and exit unique environments over different periods, they continue to re-

 negotiate their identity and learn how to adapt to new circumstances.  Bronfenbrenner 

 identified entry into school as one type of ecological transition, as well as moving and 

 settling into a new location; he identified college attendance at a residential 

 institution a significant ecological transition for a young adult.  In 1986, Bronfenbrenner 

 renamed this series of ecological transitions “the chronosystem” (Bronfenbrenner, 

 1986, p. 724).  The chronosystem is composed of all environmental events and   

 transitions—including sociohistorical events—that take place throughout a person’s life.  

While one could argue that all human beings live within the same space-time continuum, 

`not everyone is born at the same time and place, and not everyone is born in a completely stable 

environment.  The advent of ubiquitous wireless Internet access and personal mobile devices has 

also had a major impact on the worldview and life experiences of the generation born into it. 

War, genocide, famine, colonialism, and globalization also have a major impact on human 

development.  For these reasons, there is no “one size fits all” college experience for all 

undergraduates across human history—only common experiences that may be shared by 

particular generations within  distinct populations during certain historical eras.  

 In the 1990s, Bronfenbrenner advanced his ecological systems theory to focus more on 

how people and environments change over time. He called his new model the “Process-Person-

Context-Time Model” (also known as the PPCT Model), where interactions among each of the 

four concepts form the basis of the theory.  For Bronfenbrenner, developmental processes, which 

he called “proximal processes,” involve reciprocal interactions between a person and his or her 
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environment that grow increasingly complex over time, and “must occur on a fairly regular basis 

over extended periods of time” (Bronfenbrenner, 1995, p. 620).  According to Bronfenbrenner: 

The form, power, content, and direction of the proximal processes effecting   

 development vary systematically as a joint function of the characteristics of the   

 developing person; of the environment—both immediate and more remote—in   

 which the processes are taking place; the nature of the developmental outcomes   

 under consideration; and the social continuities and changes occurring over time   

 through the life course and the historical period during which the person has lived  

 (Bronfenbrenner, 1999, p.5). 

A person born and raised in the United States of America may spend a minimum of twenty 

consecutive years in educational environments.  These educational environments include the 

holistic physical spaces, the classrooms, the teachers and other professionals within those spaces, 

the curriculum, resources, and services provided, and peers within those spaces.  Learning and 

development take place when a person interacts with all elements within those spaces.  

Educational environments provide formal and informal paths to learning and development.  

From kindergarten through twelfth grade, for example, curriculum is cumulative, and designed 

based on the assumption that students will have acquired certain academic skills from the 

previous year, or that elementary school students will have acquired particular skills to be ready 

for the next level of junior high school, high school, and beyond.  As students are diverse, and 

come to school with different personal motivations, values, fears, and skill sets, it is nearly 

impossible for schools to provide appropriate formal instruction in interpersonal and coping 

skills to all students. For this reason, schools will provide support services such as libraries, 

counselors, tutoring, and disability services to help students navigate these progressively 
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complex environments and experiences over time.  The entities that provide the spaces, 

resources, and services may struggle to adapt to the changing needs of students, which can cause 

tension for those students in need of multiple forms of support.  

 Bronfenbrenner defines “person” in his model as the internal factors a person has that 

influence their social interactions.  He identifies four sets of personal traits that can affect 

proximal processes throughout a person’s life.  The four sets of personal characteristics are: 

 Demand characteristics: age, gender, physical appearance or other biological traits, also  

 known as “personal stimulus” characteristics that may activate processes; 

 Resource characteristics: mental and emotional resources such as previous experiences,  

 multiple forms of intelligence, and skills acquired over time because of completing  

 particular experiences; 

 Material characteristics: access to housing, education, responsive support systems; 

 Force characteristics: motivation, persistence, and self-regulation. 

Every person has a distinct range of strengths and weaknesses in each of these four sets of 

characteristics.  For this reason, each of them will perceive and interact with their environments 

in different ways, which leads to a unique learning experience for each person, as well as each 

person developing their own perspective on what was valuable and what was not to help them 

achieve their goals.  In his PPCT model, Bronfenbrenner stated that these four sets of human 

characteristics could also allow people to shape their environments as much as the environments 

shape them (Tudge et al., 2009, p. 201).  College student development theorists have also stated 

that the individual characteristics that a student brings to college have a major impact on whether 

or not students will complete their first year, stay enrolled, and graduate (Pascarella & Terenzini, 
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1980; Reason et al., 2006; Terenzini & Pascarella, 1977; Terenzini & Pascarella, 1978; Tinto, 

1987).  

In Bronfenbrenner’s PPCT model, “context” stands for five interconnected systems based 

on Bronfenbrenner’s original ecological systems theory.  Framed within the PPCT model, the 

context of human development becomes more coherent.  Within the realm of higher education, 

“context” could include the collective set of internal and external factors and interactions that 

compose the higher education environment and the people within it. 

The last element of Bronfenbrenner’s PPCT model is “time.”  There are three levels of time: 

 Micro-time: What happens during specific sequences or episodes of proximal processes; 

 Meso-time; The duration of which the processes occur in the person’s environment  

 (minutes, hours, days, weeks, months, or years); 

 Macro-time: The shifting expectancies in wider culture, which functions both within and  

 across generations and affects proximal processes throughout a person’s life.  This is also 

 known as the chronosystem. 

Within the chronosystem, societal expectations for the length of time that people should spend in 

higher educational environments, how much students should focus on liberal arts versus applied 

skills, the necessity of living on campus to attend classes, and how soon they should acquire 

work experience are changing.  Parents and professors may have different expectations of 

college and work experience than the new generation based on their previous experience, 

outcomes from those experiences, and the socioeconomic and political landscapes of their 

generation.  These broader concerns and expectations have impact on the amount of time allotted 

for particular types of learning experiences in certain types of environments, including the 

amount of time that undergraduates spend in academic libraries.   
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Significance of the Theory   

Bronfenbrenner was among the first developmental theorists to note that environmental 

factors play a major role in the successes and challenges in human development and adaptation.  

Prior to Bronfenbrenner, developmental theorists believed that human development followed a 

strict, pre-determined sequence of stages nearly biological in nature.  Prior to the twentieth 

century, people in power believed that genetic factors such as race and gender dictated a person’s 

physical, emotional, and psychological potential, and that there was no point in wasting 

resources on particular populations if they were biologically determined to be subordinate to the 

master race.  This attitude changed dramatically after World War Two.  In the 1950s, father of 

human development models, Erik Erikson, believed that it was a human’s destiny to meet 

particular challenges over eight sequential developmental stages within a lifetime, and that the 

personal successes or failures in overcoming prior challenges would impact the individual’s 

ability to overcome present and future challenges (Erikson, 1950).  While Erikson believed that 

nurture played a stronger role than nature in the ability to meet these human development goals, 

he placed more importance on direct, supportive interpersonal relationships than any other 

environmental factors in building resilience and adaptation skills (Erikson, 1968, pp. 132-133; 

pp. 135-136).  

Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory and person-process-context time model, 

applied to multiple populations around the world, are gender-neutral, anti-racist models that have 

helped student affairs professionals improve their understanding of identity development models 

focused on gender, racial, ethnic, religious, and sexual orientation development (Renn, 1999; 

Torres et al., 2009).  While they have not always directly stated Bronfenbrenner’s influence, 

contemporary identity development theorists have constructed identity development models that 
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show environmental factors playing a major role in self-actualization, adaptation, self-regulation, 

and critical thinking skills.  

Application of the Theory   

Developmental psychologists have traditionally applied Bronfenbrenner’s original 

ecological theory of human development to studies of children, early childhood education, and 

mental health counseling, as Bronfenbrenner had done himself.  Researchers from other 

disciplines have also applied the ecological theory of human development to diverse populations 

who must learn to acclimate to new surroundings.  These studies have included the modeling of 

community resilience to natural disasters (Boon et al., 2012), transition of young adults from the 

foster care system to adulthood (Banghart, 2013), adaptation of young adults to correctional 

facilities (Feinstein et al., 2008), and adaptation of the elderly to assisted living facilities (Green, 

2016).  Some of these researchers have focused specifically on LGBT elderly (Green, 2016), 

LGBT young adults in foster care (Banghart, 2013), and LGBT youth experiencing homelessness 

(Bidell, 2014).   

Researchers applying Bronfenbrenner’s ecological theory of human development to 

children and young adults often use it to assess how young people build “resilience” or “mental 

toughness” as they encounter novel environmental challenges.  In most cases, circumstances 

compel these youngsters to stay in those environments for a predetermined amount of time, 

interact with the people within those environments, and perform particular duties while they 

remain in those environments.  The young people of focus in these studies have included youth 

transitioning out of foster care (Banghart, 2013), incarcerated youth (Crosby et al., 2017; 

Feinstein et al., 2008), homeless youth (Bidell, 2014; Michel, 2013); high achieving students in 

athletics, academics, and music (Krebs, 2009; Mahoney et al., 2013), international students 
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(Elliot et al., 2016), and undergraduates (Arana et al., 2011; Turner et al., 2017).  Researchers 

have also applied Bronfenbrenner’s models to assess resilience and adaptation of people who 

have suffered trauma and must learn how to re-acclimate to old environments after the trauma 

(Lefebvre & Levert, 2014; Nelson & Lund, 2017). 

Meezan and Martin, editors of the only two books that focus solely on research methods 

with LGBTQ populations, stress the importance of studying the environmental factors—that is, 

interactions with people in one or more spaces—that impact LGBTQ behavior, in order to gain a 

more complete understanding of the LGBTQ populations under observation (Meezan & Martin, 

2003, p. 6).  For this reason, researchers in multiple disciplines have used Bronfenbrenner’s 

ecological systems theory or person-process-context-time model as the frameworks of their 

studies. Researchers who have applied Bronfenbrenner’s models to LGBT populations have 

often focused on youth.  Researchers who applied Bronfenbrenner’s developmental models to 

studies of LGBT youth focused on positive and negative factors that impact their well-being 

(Higa et al., 2014), suicide among LGBT youth (Hong et al., 2011), heterosexism that LGBT 

college students perceive and experience in multiple campus environments, and points of entry 

for systemic interventions with LGBT populations in crisis (Luke & Goodrich, 2015).  

 In a study of the negative and positive factors that impact the well-being of LGBTQQ3 

youth, Higa et al. (2014) employed Bronfenbrenner’s original ecological systems theory to 

improve their understanding of how LGBTQQ youth experience these environmental factors, as 

expressed from their perspective.  The researchers recruited 68 youths for this study, more than 

half of whom were 16 years old or older, and nearly half of the sample identified as female.  The 

researchers gathered their data from the LGBTQQ youths using the same semi-structured 

 
3 Higa, Hoppe, and Lindhorst identified their research population as “lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer, and 

questioning” (LGBTQQ). For this reason, when discussing their study, I chose to maintain this acronym. 
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interview guide in focus groups and individual interviews.  Researchers asked participants about 

their sexual and gender identity, being LGBTQQ in their family, their school, at one’s place of 

worship, and within their racial/ethnic/religious community.  LGBTQQ youth identified negative 

factors to their well-being most frequently in the micro- and mesosystems that they occupy and 

where they interact with others (family, school, religious institutions) and positive factors, most 

frequently in peer networks, the broader LGBTQQ community, and within their own identities 

themselves (Higa et al., 2014, p. 5).  The participants cited feelings of social isolation within 

their school environments as a negative factor in their well-being.  They perceived that older 

generations of LGBTQQ individuals could not relate to this, as those older LGBTQQ individuals 

often came out after high school in environments where there were either more accepting people 

or other LGBTQQ people in those environments (Higa et al., 2014, p. 6).  For this reason, 

LGBTQQ youth in this study did not seek support among older generations of LGBTQQ people 

(Higa et al., 2014, p. 6).  This is evidence that LGBTQQ individuals of different ages do not 

occupy the same chronosystem, which affects how the two generations perceive and interact with 

each other.  The LGBTQQ youth also cited the fluidity of their LGBTQQ identities as a positive 

factor to their well-being, as it helped them “exercise control in how they self-identified and 

presented their sexual/gender identities to others.  A flexible identity included not wanting or 

needing labels (even LGBTQ labels), using multiple terms to identify one’s sexuality, being 

open about pronouns when referring to oneself, and using terms that reflected the complexity and 

fluidity of gender and/or sexual identity such as “two-spirit,” “gender queer,” and “pansexual” 

(Higa et al., 2014, p. 6).  One could interpret the fluidity of their identities as a stage in their 

identity development.  Based on other findings in the study that show discomfort about being 

“out” or “being outed” in different environments, however, these self-descriptions served as a 
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coping mechanism in living with a marginalized identity, helping build resilience in a 

predominantly cisgender heterosexual environment (Higa et al., 2014, p. 6). 

Within the microsystem of family, the most important positive factor for LGBTQQ 

youths’ well-being was to be able to talk about their sexual orientation/gender identity freely 

with siblings, and the second most important positive factor was to do so with parents (Higa et 

al., 2014, p. 6).  While school environments were viewed as mostly negative for LGBTQQ youth 

well-being, participants were more likely to cite school environments as positive if they included 

accepting peer networks, supportive adults, and GSAs (gay-straight alliances).  In the outer 

mesosystem, participants noted that they were more likely to participate in LGBT community 

organizations if their families were supportive of their sexual orientations and gender identities; 

rural youth had the most difficult time finding LGBT community and spaces (Higa et al., 2014, 

p. 9-10).  Those who were least likely to be accepted within their family, school, and community 

environments were the most likely to seek out LGBTQQ individuals and community online 

through social media.  In this study, youth did not identify libraries as safe spaces or positive or 

negative factors toward their well-being.  

In a literature review of suicide among sexual minority youth, Hong et al (2011) used 

Bronfenbrenner’s original ecological systems theory to identify environmental factors that put 

LGBT youth at risk for suicide (Hong et al., 2011, p. 885). The research team identified the 

following elements in Bronfenbrenner’s five layers of environments: 

 Microsystems: youth characteristics, parental support, peer relations, and school; 

 Mesosystems: teacher and school staff support, professional support; 

 Exosystems: social support for parents; 

 Macrosystems: societal homophobia and traditional, conservative values and beliefs; 
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 Chronosystems: abuse during childhood. 

According to Hong, Espelage, and Kral, the most direct influences on LGBT youth suicidal 

behavior are within the microsystem, where the youth frequent and interact with the same set of 

people on a regular basis (p. 886).  Race, gender, substance abuse, depression, and lack of 

acceptance from family, friends, teachers, and racial/ethnic/religious communities all influence 

suicidal thoughts and behaviors of LGBT youth (p. 886-887).  In school environments, lack of 

response from students and teachers toward LGBT-phobic language and harassment leads to 

negative perceptions of safety within the school environment, which could lead to excessive 

absences, poor academic performance, and suicidal behavior (p. 887). This research team did not 

provide information on what types of spaces LGBT youth would identify as “safe” 

environments, and did not identify the library in any of the cited articles or recommendations for 

providing safe space for LGBT youth.   

Hong, Woodford, Long, and Renn used Bronfenbrenner’s original ecological systems 

theory to identify the environments where LGBT student reported that subtle and blatant 

heterosexism took place, and what moderating forces existed in those environments to reduce 

those acts of heterosexism. This research team conducted a quantitative study where they 

surveyed 530 self-identified LGBT college students from 37 states.  The researchers developed a 

survey instrument to assess student perceptions of social support from friends, instructors, and 

LGBT student support structures.  The instrument included questions based on the LGBQ 

Microaggressions on Campus scale, which asked students to share their level of knowledge of 

campus anti-discrimination policies, frequency of heterosexist microaggressions, and other forms 

of LGBT related harassment and discrimination that they experienced over the past year on 
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campus.  This research team used Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems terminology to describe 

the LGBT college student experiences: 

Microsystem: Students report very specific forms of heterosexist discrimination that they  

 experience on campus—interpersonal microaggressions, avoidance behavior, and verbal  

 threats. Students who reported encountering general insensitivity toward LGBT   

 individuals on campus through indirect slights were the most likely to experience three of 

 the four forms of interpersonal heterosexism. Student who do not hear or witness   

 heterosexist harassment, homophobic epithets, and hostility on campus may not   

 experience discrimination as often as those students who do witness and experience those 

 behaviors (p. 126). 

 Mesosystem: Student perception of LGBT support mitigated the effects of heterosexist  

 micro aggressions and discrimination. In other words, it is possible that feeling supported 

 as an LGBT student can help to protect students from experiencing higher rates of  

 heterosexism (p. 126).  

Macrosystem: Students who reported that their campus anti-discrimination policies  

 included sexual orientation were less likely to experience verbal threats, but might have 

  experienced other forms of heterosexist microaggressions and discrimination. It is  

 possible that those in environments protected by anti-discrimination policies are in  

 environments where LGBT-related verbal threats are less likely to occur (p. 127).  

Hong et al. found no significant relationships between perceived social support from friends and 

instructors and the frequency of microaggressions reported, but they did find a significant 

correlation between social support of friends and reduced interpersonal microaggressions 

(p.127).  
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Luke and Goodrich (2015) noted that LGBT youth represent a “historically marginalized 

population…at risk for myriad negative outcomes and as a result, seek counseling services at 

disproportionate rates” (p. 63).  Based on a literature review, Luke and Goodrich used 

Bronfenbrenner’s original ecological systems development theory to identify who to contact, and 

in what spaces, for systemic interventions that would involve family, friends, and allies of LGBT 

youth “across the micro, meso, exo, and macro levels” (p. 63).  Instead of coming from the 

perspective that LGBT youth will remain victims, Luke and Goodrich took a “holism, healthy 

development, and wellness” approach rooted in social justice to their research and 

recommendations (p. 64).  While Luke and Goodrich supported the findings of other researchers 

which stated that the most influential factors on LGBT youth’s well-being exist in the 

microsystem, they conducted their research to make the point that when “counselors and other 

helping professionals constrain interventions and solely serve youth within the 

microsystem…three additional levels of points of entry are missed” (p. 67).  With that said, Luke 

and Goodrich focused on what could be recognized, called out, and changed within the meso, 

exo, and macro levels of environment to intervene in the support of LGBT youth. For example, 

they stated that it is not just enough to establish and maintain school-agency-family-community 

partnerships for LGBT youth support; it is necessary for these entities to interact regularly with 

each other, and the LGBT youth themselves, to build cohesiveness and “create a message of 

value to the student or client” (p. 72).  Counselor supervision within the exosystem, according to 

Luke and Goodrich, is also a form of intervention, as supervisors must provide continual training 

and listening sessions from their counselors to improve support services for their clients.  At the 

macro level, Luke and Goodrich identify “the socio-cultural-political context of the system” (p. 

74), where counselors can use their positions to advocate for change as another form of 
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intervention, as organizational policies and practices can actually serve as barriers that work 

against support for LGBT youth (p. 75).  When all of these interventions and supports are in 

place in each environment, LGBT youth will likely experience healthier environments.  While 

Luke and Goodrich did not write about the role of libraries in providing support for LGBT youth, 

librarians can take a cue from their theory in order to reflect upon, name, and change the systems 

that impact LGBT youth who frequent their spaces as well.  

Critique of the Theory 

People often misuse Bronfenbrenner’s complex models in their research studies.  In a 

study of twenty-five scholarly journal articles that employ Bronfenbrenner’s models as the 

organizational framework, only four research teams correctly identified and applied the models 

(Tudge et al., 2009).  Tudge et al. identified the following as the most frequent examples of 

misuse of Bronfenbrenner’s model: 

Confusion of the two models.  According to Tudge et al. (2009), researchers often do not 

 specify which version of Bronfenbrenner’s model they employed in their studies.  Quite 

 often, researchers misidentify the model by simply identifying it as “Bronfenbrenner’s 

 theory,” “Bronfenbrenner’s ecological model,” or some variant of this name.  This is 

 incorrect; researchers should clearly differentiate between Bronfenbrenner’s original 

 ecological systems theory (which focuses on interactions) and the later process-person-

 time-development model (PPCT) (which focuses on processes and where 

 Bronfenbrenner’s original model fits into “context”).  Failure to identify and define the 

 model correctly in the beginning will lead to inaccuracies in the research design. 

Incomplete use of the model to make the point. In their study of twenty-five research  

 articles using Bronfenbrenner’s models as a framework, Tudge et al. (2009) noted that 
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the majority of researchers using Bronfenbrenner’s original ecological systems theory 

 will most likely focus interactions in one or more microsystems, or interactions 

 between the microsystem and one or more microsystems. Bronfenbrenner’s original 

 ecological systems theory is composed of five environments, all of which affect each 

 other to provide the big picture, so the research design must allow for opportunities for 

 the researcher, the participants, or both parties to identify and define these five 

 environments and how they are composed.  If researchers claim to  employ 

 Bronfenbrenner’s person-process-context-time model, on the other hand, to 

 identify only one or two environments as the “context” is meaningless. 

 Researchers who use Bronfenbrenner’s models for their research studies tend to 

oversimplify the school environment.  A higher education institution represents a microcosm 

unto itself. One could apply Bronfenbrenner’s theories to the student within, and the institution 

itself, in the following way: 

 Microsystems: The students composed of inner traits, family, their peers, their 

 classroom environments, their professors, their residence halls, their student employment  

 (if they work on campus), their team, fraternity/sorority, or student organization(s);  

 Mesosystems: The interactions between all of the microsystems, as well as other areas of  

 campus such as the library, student services, the dining hall, the student union, gym  

 facilities, etc.; 

 Exosystems: Events that affect the higher education institution such as budget cuts that  

 indirectly have impact on the student and their college experience; 
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 Macrosystems: The laws, policies, procedures, and institutional mission, vision, and  

 values of the institution as well as the sociocultural values and beliefs that influence the  

 institution and its power structures and pedagogies; 

 Chronosystems: The impact of distinct sociohistorical events on different generations,  

 populations of faculty and students, which impact how they perceive and interact with  

 their campus environment, how they develop, and how they adapt. 

In the studies that I have cited in my literature review, the researchers neither define different 

school environments, nor ask their participants to identify the different types of environments 

within a school.  They make the assumptions that a school only contains one type of 

environment, that all school environments are the same, and that the same type of people and 

challenges exist in all of them.  In reality, LGBT youth spend their day in multiple environments 

within a school.  This is especially so when LGBT youth attend college full time, particularly 

when they live on campus.  In a typical weekday, a full-time residential LGBT student 

potentially frequents up to eight of the following campus spaces, each with its own 

microsystems: 

 Residence halls: If the student lives on campus, they will occupy a room in a residence  

 hall, with at least one roommate, either within one room or multiple rooms with a shared 

 social area and bathroom.  The residence hall will have at least one resident assistant on  

 each floor who will monitor students and the building itself, and organize building  

 activities.  

 Classrooms: A student may attend at least one class, each facilitated by a particular  

 professor or graduate assistant, and populated by a distinct range of classmates.  These  

 classes may or may not be in the same building.  Each classroom environment will be  
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 different due to the personality, beliefs, motivations, and pedagogical strategies of the  

 instructor, the  content covered in the course, and the personality, skills, motivations, and  

 views of classmates in each classroom.  

 Dining hall: If the student lives on campus, they will be likely to eat meals in the   

 communal dining hall.  They may eat with friends, roommates, classmates, or alone. 

 They will encounter and potentially interact with foodservice staff and other students 

 in that space who are neither friends, roommates, nor classmates. 

 Student union: If the student belongs to at least one student organization or participates in 

 on-campus social activities or entertainment, they will likely visit their student union to  

 do so.  Once there they will have exposure to the programming of multiple student  

 organizations and have the potential to meet like-minded students outside of their   

 residence hall or classroom environments.  Often the LGBT resource center and other  

 multicultural centers exist in the student union.  

 Library: Students will visit their libraries for a wide variety of reasons—to study in a  

 quiet place, to meet classmates or student organization members to work on group  

 projects, to socialize, or to participate in library programming or workshops.  They will 

 go to the library if they need assistance with research or need to find resources for their  

 homework.  Students may also prefer using the computers available in library labs if they  

 have big screens or a faster Internet connection than what they have in the residence  

 halls.  They may also visit the library if particular support services, such as the writing or  

 tutoring center, exist in the library building.  Depending on the activity they wish to  

 pursue in the library, the student may interact with librarians, library staff, or technology  

 staff, other students that they may know or not know, or they may choose to work alone.  
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 Athletic center/gym/recreation and wellness center: If the student has incorporated  

 exercise into their routine, if their residence hall does not have an exercise room, they  

 may go to the respective place on campus where they can pursue physical activity.  Some 

 recreation and wellness centers offer free exercise classes to students as well.  Depending 

 on the activity that they wish to pursue in this space designated for exercise, the student  

 may interact with fitness instructors, trainers, other students that they may know or not  

 know, or they may choose to exercise alone.  

 Place of employment: A student living on campus is likely to have a campus job.  The  

 student may work in any building on campus, completing administrative or manual tasks. 

 During the course of their shift within that space, a student may interact with their  

 supervisor, other regular staff in the workplace, other student employees, or other   

 students or campus employees that may need their assistance.  They may need to   

 communicate face to face, via phone, or via email or instant messaging with people who  

 may need their assistance.  Certain campus jobs involve responsibility for peers or the  

 children of peers and employees as well.  Campus jobs include library assistant in   

 circulation, interlibrary loan, media services, or technical services; IT support;   

 foodservice; residence hall support; office assistant in any campus building or unit;  

 childcare assistant, or maintenance. 

 Student affairs unit: A student may need to visit the counseling center, the LGBT   

 resource center, the student disability services unit, the veteran’s resource center, or any  

 other student affairs unit at some point during their week.  

 Finally, most of the studies do not clearly address what LGBT youth identify as a safe 

environment, or exactly how they locate such a space in multiple environments to handle 
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systemic heterosexism and build resilience.  A residential higher education institution is like a 

place of “no escape”, similar to Goffman’s “total institution” (Goffman, 1961).  It shares several 

characteristics in common with a residential treatment center, a correctional facility, or a nursing 

home.  New students must learn to adapt to the institution’s environment and culture, the culture 

of their peers and the faculty, as well as the environment of the area that surrounds the campus.  

They must adapt to new pedagogies, having roommates, and living without parents or siblings 

while learning independent living skills and personal accountability.  There may be peers, 

faculty, staff, or administrators who will exist “in their space” for extended periods, perhaps 

extending past the length of one academic term.  Not all of the people, experiences, or 

environments that they encounter will be pleasant to them.  The farther away they are from 

family and old friends, without transportation of their own, residential college students must 

learn to cope with these inescapable unpleasantries while finding spaces and communities where 

they feel safe and supported.  

According to Bronfenbrenner, prior experiences and the quality of connections to others 

in the new environments will affect their ease of adaptation, resilience, and versatility.  LGBT 

students may have expectations or anxiety about their new college environment—as well as how 

they will fit into it—based on previous educational and social experiences, how the institution 

promoted itself to them, and confidence in their academic abilities and social skills.  LGBT 

students may look forward to college if they perceive it as an environment where they can be out 

without persecution.  At the same time, they will be cautious, and negotiate where, when, and to 

whom to come out. 
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D’Augelli’s Lesbian, Gay, and Bisexual Lifespan Development Model 

 Since the late 1970s, colleges and universities have attempted to understand the needs of 

lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender (LGBT) students.  Researchers in various disciplines have 

studied LGBT sexual identity development, the interaction between LGBT sexual identity 

development and other psychosocial, cognitive, and social identity development processes, and 

the effects of campus environments on LGBT sexual identity development.  These researchers 

have frequently cited and applied D’Augelli’s lifespan development model of lesbian, gay, 

bisexual development to demonstrate the fluidity of sexual identity development, as well as to 

show that campus environments can trigger or freeze sexual identity development processes.    

 Anthony R. D’Augelli currently serves as the Associate Dean for Undergraduate 

Programs and Outreach in the College of Health and Human Development at Penn State 

University, and is Professor of Human Development in the Department of Human Development 

and Family Studies (Columbian College of Arts and Sciences, 2015; Pennsylvania State 

University, 2014).  D’Augelli has earned multiple awards for his research on lesbian, gay, 

bisexual, and transgender populations, as well as the services he established based on his 

research.  He has studied LGBT+ populations as a psychologist and a research professor, with a 

focus on providing adequate support systems for healthy sexual development, suicide prevention, 

substance abuse recovery, HIV/AIDS prevention and care, and mental health (D’Augelli, n.d.).  

 From the late 1980s, D’Augelli had observed diverse populations of rural, suburban, and 

urban LGBT+ individuals of all ages (D’Augelli & Hart, 1987; D’Augelli, 1988a; D’Augelli, 

1988b; D’Augelli & D’Augelli, 1988; D’Augelli, 1989a; D’Augelli, 1989b).  In 1989, D’Augelli 

began to focus on homophobia on college campuses and the experiences of lesbian, gay, and 

bisexual college students in those environments (D’Augelli, 1989c; D’Augelli, 1989d; 
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D’Augelli, 1990; D’Augelli, 1991a; D’Augelli, 1991c; D’Augelli, 1992a; D’Augelli, 1992b; 

D’Augelli, 1993).  To understand the college environment that lesbian and gay students faced, 

D’Augelli conducted multiple studies of heterosexual student and faculty attitudes toward 

lesbian and gay people, as well as their attitudes toward AIDS (D’Augelli & Kennedy, 1989; 

D’Augelli, 1989c; D’Augelli, 1990; D’Augelli & Rose, 1990).  He also studied how white and 

African American students adjust to university life and the relationship between campus climate, 

social support, and academic success for these undergraduate students (Jay & D’Augelli, 1991; 

Hershberger & D’Augelli, 1992; D’Augelli & Hershberger, 1993).  Through his work with 

clients of different ages, races, and cultures, D’Augelli saw that discrimination and homophobic 

environments exerted negative effects on lesbian, gay, and bisexual identity development.  Based 

on his findings, he had made recommendations to colleges and universities about how to teach 

lesbian and gay identity development to students in helping professions as well as how to 

provide supportive campus environments for lesbian, gay, and bisexual people (D’Augelli, 

1991b; D’Augelli, 1991c; D’Augelli, 1991d).   

In 1994, D’Augelli published his sexual identity lifespan development model for the first 

time in the chapter “Identity development and sexual orientation: Toward a model of lesbian, 

gay, and bisexual development” in Human Diversity: Perspectives on People in Context (San 

Francisco, Jossey Bass).  D’Augelli applied this lifespan model to subsequent research on 

lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender populations (D’Augelli, 1994b; D’Augelli & Patterson, 

1995; D’Augelli, 1996a; D’Augelli, 1996b; D’Augelli, 1998; D’Augelli et al., 1998; Waldo et 

al,, 1998; D’Augelli, 1999; D’Augelli & Patterson, 2001; D’Augelli & Grossman, 2001; 

D’Augelli, 2002; D’Augelli & Preston, 2002; D’Augelli, 2003; Grossman et al., 2006; D’Augelli 

et al., 2008; Grossman et al., 2011).  Since its emergence in the late 1990s, other researchers 
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have also cited, observed, or applied D’Augelli’s sexual identity lifespan development model to 

their studies of lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and queer college students.      

Significance of the Theory.  Prior to D’Augelli’s lifespan model, researchers believed 

that lesbian, gay and bisexual identity development took place in chronological stages.  In 1979, 

Vivien Cass published her original sexual orientation development theory based on a single 

study of white gay men in Australia.  Cass confidently asserted that “there are six stages of 

development that all individuals move through in order to acquire an identity of “homosexual” 

fully integrated within the individual’s overall concept of self” (Cass, 1979, p. 20, para. 1).  Cass 

identified the following stages of homosexual identity development: 1) identity confusion, 2) 

identity comparison, 3) identity tolerance, 4) identity acceptance, 5) identity pride, 6) identity 

synthesis.  While Cass wrote that people do not all develop at the same rate of time, they might 

experience “identity foreclosure” at any stage and cease to develop altogether (Cass, 1979, p. 20, 

para. 2).   

In 1991, Levine and Evans generated a theory of lesbian, gay, and bisexual identity 

development synthesized from Cass’ model and others from the 1970s and 1980s.  Based on 

their research, Levine and Evans were the first to state that the bulk of sexual identity 

development for gays and lesbians takes place during their undergraduate years (Levine & 

Evans, 1991, p. 1, para. 2).  They also stated that homosexual identity—strictly defined as sexual 

behavior--is only one aspect of a person’s gay identity (Levine & Evans, 1991, p. 3, para. 3-4).  

 Based on their analysis of six different sexual identity development models, Levine and 

Evans simplified lesbian, gay, and bisexual identity development to four stages: 1) awareness, 2) 

self-labeling, 3) community involvement and disclosure, and 4) identity integration (Levine & 

Evans, 1991, p. 5).  While they recognized that sexual identity development is fluid, Levine and 
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Evans still believed that gays, lesbians, and bisexuals must master a series of developmental 

tasks in order to achieve a “healthy, integrated” identity.  At the same time, they took time to 

explain how lesbian identity development often differed from gay male development (1991, p. 

11-16), and recognized a variety of bisexual identities and development models for bisexuals 

(1991, p. 16-18).  While people still use the explanatory models developed by Cass and Levine 

and Evans to explain the coming out process, D’Augelli’s model is the first to address the 

complexity and fluidity of sexual identity development.       

According to queer theorists, sexuality and gender are social constructs that are “unstable, 

changing as the individual affects society and as society affects the individual” (Abes & Kasch, 

2007, p. 621).  D’Augelli endorsed this viewpoint.  He wrote that identity exists as an 

“inconsistent” social construction, influenced by our shifting awareness of how circumstances 

shape people over time (D’Augelli, 1994a, p. 312).  Due to the impact of diverse factors on 

identity development, as well as the multiple ways to identify as a “healthy” gay, lesbian, or 

bisexual, D’Augelli rejects the stage theory model of sexual identity development.   

D’Augelli observes that lesbians, gays, and bisexuals “liv[e] a life of multiple 

psychological identities” (p. 313) which are simultaneously demonstrated and influenced by 

“personal subjectivities and actions” (cognitive and reflective processes), “interactive intimacies” 

(interpersonal and intrapersonal processes), and “sociohistorical connections” (environmental 

influences) as they develop and change across their lifespans (D’Augelli, 1994a, p. 318).  

D’Augelli also observed that “identity is conceived of as the dynamic processes by which an 

individual emerges over many social exchanges experienced in different contexts over an 

extended historical period—the years of his or her life” (D’Augelli, 1994a, p. 324).   
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 As opposed to stages, D’Augelli’s model of sexual identity development takes the form 

of six processes.  These processes can occur in any order, one at a time or simultaneously, and 

can stop and start at any time over a person’s life.  The six processes are as follows: 

 Exiting a heterosexual identity.  The individual recognizes that he or she is no longer 

 heterosexual.  This recognition can come from within the individual, and can come from 

 people in the external environment.  Traditionally, exiting from heterosexuality also 

 entails revealing one’s nonheterosexual identity to at least one other person. 

 Developing a personal lesbian-gay-bisexual identity status.  The individual who wishes 

 to confirm and validate their nonheterosexual identity must seek out others like 

 themselves.  They must also challenge their “internalized myths about 

 nonheterosexuality” (D’Augelli, 1994a, p. 325, para. 3) through information seeking and 

 meeting other lesbian, gay, or bisexual people. 

 Developing a lesbian-gay-bisexual social identity.  According to D’Augelli, this process 

 involves “creating a large and varied set of people who know of the person’s sexual 

 orientation and are available to provide social support” (p. 326, para. 2).  This process 

 takes a long time, as the individual must find accepting people whom he or she can trust.    

 Becoming a lesbian-gay-bisexual offspring.  The individual must reveal their non-

 heterosexual identity to their parents.  This often causes a chain reaction among family 

 members, who may experience a coming out process of their own as they come to 

 terms with their non-heterosexual child.   

 Developing a lesbian-gay-bisexual intimacy status.  The individual may desire to pursue 

 a relationship with another non-heterosexual person.  D’Augelli wrote that “The lack of 

 cultural scripts directly applicable to lesbian, gay, and bisexual people leads to ambiguity 
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 and uncertainty [in regard to relationship norms], but it also forces the emergence of 

 personal, couple-specific, and community norms, which should be more personally 

 adaptive” (p. 327, para. 2).  

Entering a lesbian-gay-bisexual community.  The individual develops a commitment to 

political and social action for LGBT rights.  D’Augelli recognizes that some people may 

never engage in this process due to employment status, lack of full protection for LGBT 

civil rights, or the belief that sexual orientation is “a private matter” (p. 328, para. 1).  At 

the same time, D’Augelli states that “to be lesbian, gay, or bisexual in the fullest 

sense…leads to a consciousness of the history of one’s own oppression.  It…leads to an 

appreciation of how the oppression continues, and a commitment to resisting it” (p. 328, 

para. 1).  With that said, people can express this commitment to political and social action 

in different ways to demonstrate solidarity with the lesbian-gay-bisexual community 

(D’Augelli, 1994a, p. 325-327).  

 D’Augelli expanded upon previous sexual identity development models to include 

distinct processes to come out to one’s family, to learn how to have an intimate lesbian, gay, or 

bisexual relationship, and to develop a commitment to political and social action.  He recognized 

that not every lesbian, gay, or bisexual person will experience all three of the final processes due 

to individual life experiences, opportunities, and environments.  Unlike the Cass or Levine & 

Evans models of sexual identity development, D’Augelli also argued that a person can 

experience “developmental plasticity” (D’Augelli, 1994, p. 320).  In other words, a person can 

go back into the closet and then start one or more processes all over again when circumstances 

allow for it, as D’Augelli observed in his research.  For this reason, sexual identity development 

could take a long time.  D’Augelli also noted that the definition of an “’essential…monolithic’ 
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sexual identity, completed by early adulthood, perpetuates heteronormative structures and 

victimization (D’Augelli, 1994, p. 316, para. 3).  As external factors often affect the length of 

time and images of non-heterosexual identity development, D’Augelli was hesitant to define 

“normal” or “abnormal” sexual identity development for lesbians, gay men, and bisexuals 

(D’Augelli, 1994, p. 313, para. 3).  

 D’Augelli’s lesbian gay bisexual development model share some similarities with both 

Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory and person-process-context-time model. First, both 

theorists stress that environmental factors play a role in identity development, building resilience, 

and developing adaptive skills. Second, neither D’Augelli’s six processes nor Bronfenbrenner’s 

“ecological processes” or “proximal processes” occur in a linear, sequential fashion.  These 

processes will occur iteratively, starting every time an individual encounters new situations or 

environments, and freezing or thawing depending on environmental factors.  Third, D’Augelli’s 

lifespan development model and Bronfenbrenner’s models both stress the importance of human 

and environmental interactions within multiple contexts that will shape who a person becomes.  

As each person is born into a unique set of sociohistorical contexts and situations, both 

D’Augelli and Bronfenbrenner would agree that people of different racial, ethnic, religious, 

socioeconomic, national backgrounds, as well as people of different gender and sexual 

orientations, would perceive and interpret their environments and the people around them 

differently, which would impact their growth. 

Application of the Theory.  Several studies have shown evidence that lesbian, gay and 

bisexual students experience D’Augelli’s six processes of sexual identity development, and that 

campus climate plays a role in triggering or freezing those processes.   
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 Coming out process for gay and bisexual college males. Rhoads (1995) conducted a 

two-year ethnographic study of gay and bisexual college males.  After analysis of data gathered 

from interviews and participant observation, Rhoads identified four themes: a) coming out is a 

process; b) personal changes as a result of coming out; c) negative experiences after coming out; 

d) ongoing harassment and discrimination (Rhoads, 1995, p. 69, para. 3).  Heterosexist 

environments often force students to re-experience the “coming out” process multiple times, 

especially if students perceive unsafe spaces on campus (Rhoads, 1995, p. 69, para. 7).  The 

majority of students in the study recognized that different layers exist in the coming out process, 

which they identified as “accepting yourself, coming out to people in the gay community, 

coming out to people outside the community—like relatives, parents, and friends.  You’re 

coming out your entire life” (Rhoads, 1995, p. 69, para. 5).  This affirms D’Augelli’s theory that 

people experience multiple processes as their sexual identity develops, and that college students 

have the potential to experience all six of D’Augelli’s identity development processes during 

college. 

 Coming out process for lesbians and bisexual females. In their article “Using Queer 

Theory to Explore Lesbian College Students’ Multiple Dimensions of Identity”, Abes and Kasch 

(2007) focused on the identity development of one lesbian with the pseudonym “KT.”  They 

analyzed her developmental narrative first with constructivist narrative inquiry, and then 

employed queer theory for the secondary analysis.  The queer theory analysis demonstrates how 

life events trigger and support the non-sequential and interwoven identity processes of 

D’Augelli’s lifespan model of lesbian, gay, and bisexual identity development.  In Queer theory, 

researchers analyze “the meaning of identity, focusing on intersections of identities and resisting 

oppressive social constructions of sexual orientation and gender” (Abes & Kasch, 2007, p. 620), 
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which complements D’Augelli’s fluid lifespan model of sexual identity development affected by 

heterosexist structures.     

Abes and Kasch’s subject “KT” identified as a white lesbian Catholic woman from a 

working-class background.  Not only did KT strive to live an authentic life as a lesbian, but she 

also aspired to become a “professional” lesbian teacher, and to reconcile her faith with her 

lesbianism.  Once KT identified as a lesbian, the meaning of her other identities—impressed 

upon her by her mother, the church, and her heterosexual peers—challenged her full sense of 

self.  KT’s coming out process involved resisting everything her mother told her about lesbians 

in order to forge her own lesbian identity.  Her interactions with other people in different 

environments trigger and support D’Augelli’s Process I: Exiting Heterosexual Identity, Process 

II: Developing a Lesbian/Gay/Bisexual Social Identity, and Process IV: Developing a 

Lesbian/Gay/Bisexual Intimacy Status.  While she is successful in forging her own identity as a 

lesbian, reclaiming her spirituality, and developing her professional identity as a teacher, KT still 

struggles to come out to her mother (Process III: Becoming a Lesbian/Gay/Bisexual Offspring) 

and does not identify as an activist (Process VI: Entering a Lesbian/Gay/Bisexual Community).  

The researchers suggest that self-authorship and identity development may look different for 

lesbian students than for other students on the LGBT+ spectrum, and that social class, race, and 

ethnicity all impact LGB identity development.      

Coming out in college residence halls. Evans and Broido (1999) studied lesbian, gay, 

and bisexual undergraduates living in residence halls.  The researchers found ten major themes in 

the data that supported D’Augelli’s lifespan model of sexual identity development.  Evans and 

Broido’s Themes 1, 2, 3, and 4 (p. 663) correspond with D’Augelli’s “Process I: Exiting 

heterosexual identity” and “Process II: Developing a personal lesbian/gay/bisexual identity 
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status”.  According to D’Augelli, developing a personal identity status must take place in a 

relationship with others who can confirm ideas about what it means to be non-heterosexual 

(D’Augelli, 1994, p. 325).  Evans and Broido observe that students identify three entities to 

whom they must come out—themselves, other LGB people, and heterosexual people, in that 

order (p. 663).  In Themes 5, 6, and 7, Evans and Broido concur with D’Augelli that the extent of 

being out exists as a fluid “continuum” that changes due to internal and environmental pressures 

(Evans & Broido, 1999, p. 663).  If students perceive their roommates or residence hall 

neighbors as friendly and supportive, they may come out to them, which would support 

D’Augelli’s “Process III: Developing a lesbian/gay/bisexual social identity.”   

 All students in Evan and Broido’s study were already out to at least one other friend or 

family member prior to making the decision to coming out to their roommate.  Those students 

who complete or engage in D’Augelli’s Process V (“Developing a lesbian/gay/bisexual intimacy 

status”) and Process VI (“Entering a lesbian/gay/bisexual community”) may have more 

resilience to handle a roommate’s rejection than those just starting their coming out process 

(Evans & Broido, 1999, p. 664, para. 4).  The researchers noted that “[c]oming out is an 

interactive process” and that the reactions of individuals affect the coming out process and the 

extent to which students will come out (p. 664, para. 7).  This supports D’Augelli’s statements 

that sexual identity development is often “conditioned by fear and shame” (D’Augelli, 1994, p. 

315) and that “interactive intimacies” directly affect sexual identity development (p. 318).  Evans 

and Broido noted that the male students in their study were more likely to encounter hostile 

environments and lack of support in the residence halls, which discouraged them from coming 

out to people there (p. 663, para. 7).  
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Development of queer student leaders.  Renn and Bilodeau employ D’Augelli’s lesbian, 

gay, bisexual (LGB) lifespan sexual identity development model as the framework to show the 

connection between lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender (LGBT) identity development and 

queer student leadership development.  Using qualitative case study methods, Renn and Bilodeau 

(2005) interviewed seven undergraduate student organizers of the 2002 Midwest Bi-sexual, 

Lesbian, Gay, Transgender, and Allies College Conference.  They analyzed the interview data by 

comparing it to the six identity processes of D’Augelli’s model, “‘refining and elaborating on it 

as appropriate’” (Strauss & Corbin, 1998, as cited in Renn & Bilodeau, 2005, p. 56).  Findings 

from the study showed that opportunities to participate in LGBT leadership experiences trigger 

as well as support all six of D’Augelli’s identity processes.  Based on their study, Abes and 

Kasch inform readers that “for students who do not identify as heterosexual, identity 

development as part of the journey toward self-authorship requires resisting power structures that 

define one as abnormal” (Abes & Kasch, 2007, p. 630).  The researchers encourage faculty and 

student affairs professionals to support sexual identity development by providing the space for 

students to question and resist of “heteronormative obstacles within and between identities” 

(Abes & Kasch, 2007, p. 633). 

Application of the Theory.  Based on their study, Abes and Kasch inform readers that 

“for students who do not identify as heterosexual, identity development as part of the journey 

toward self-authorship requires resisting power structures that define one as abnormal” (Abes & 

Kasch, 2007, p. 630).  D’Augelli would agree with this statement, as the coming out processes 

that he identifies involve exiting heterosexual identity and its “baggage”, as well as learning how 

to be a nonheterosexual person within the nonheterosexual community (or communities) of 

choice or convenience.  For this reason, faculty and student affairs professionals should support 
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sexual identity development by providing the space for students to question and resist 

“heteronormative obstacles within and between identities” (Abes & Kasch, 2007, p. 633).   

Safe spaces on campus, as well as opportunities for lesbian, gay, and bisexual students to 

explore and take on leadership roles, help to trigger all six processes of D’Augelli’s sexual 

identity development model (Evans & Broido, 1999; Kitzie, 2019; Renn, 2007; Renn & 

Bilodeau, 2005; Rhoads, 1995).  According to D’Augelli, for people to achieve a personal 

lesbian, gay, or bisexual identity status, they must interact with other lesbian, gay, and bisexual 

people, as well as supportive heterosexual allies (Marine, 2011, p. 45, para. 1).  LGBT resource 

centers and LGBT student organizations provide spaces and opportunities for socialization with 

LGBT peers and faculty.  Encounters with diverse LGBT students and faculty can make students 

feel more comfortable about their coming out process, as students will see that there is no “gold 

standard” of gayness or queerness.  Student groups, whether facilitated by LGBT student affairs 

professionals or student leaders, often discuss how members of the LGBT community often feel 

that they must conform to “homonormative” standards of beauty and behavior for others in the 

community to consider them “appropriate”.  These group discussions help students process their 

thoughts about how homonormativity mirrors heteronormativity, and so it is common for college 

students to resist both structures during their coming out process, as they make meaning of their 

sexual identity.   

Physical campus spaces may also play a role in triggering or freezing D’Augelli’s coming 

out processes.  Students engaged in questioning their sexual identity may not visit the LGBT 

resource center if they perceive that they can be “seen” there (Wexelbaum, 2015b, p. 4, para. 2).  

At the same time, questioning students find information and support in online spaces (Kitzie, 

2019).  They also would like to have open, honest communication with their professors, 
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particularly those professors within their major field of study (Wexelbaum, 2015b, p. 12-13).  

Through these different environments perceived as “safe”, whether physical or virtual, students 

questioning their sexual orientation will experience D’Augelli’s first three developmental 

processes. 

Critique of the Theory.  Throughout his career, D’Augelli had studied whites and 

African Americans in different contexts.  While D’Augelli does not specifically identify if or 

how his sexual identity development theory would apply to people of different races, ethnicities, 

or cultures, he does make allowances for diversity in sexual identity development due to 

environmental differences that shape peoples’ psychosocial development.  According to 

D’Augelli, “context remains crucial…a young woman in Berkeley, California comes out very 

differently from one in rural central Pennsylvania…One might consider these women as 

inhabiting different psychological worlds” (D’Augelli, 1994, p. 329-330).   

 Several writers have noted that “identity integration” is absent in D’Augelli’s model 

(Dahl & Galiher, 2009; Love et al., 2005, p. 195; Sherry et al., 2010).  In other words, these 

critics believed that D’Augelli did not clearly address a process for the integration of a lesbian, 

gay, or bisexual identity with other identities.  The scholars who made this claim all studied 

LGBT youth and their attitudes, experiences, and affiliations with religion and spirituality.  

These researchers believed that a spiritual identity is just as important as an LGBT identity and 

noted that the majority of LGBT youth they studied did not identify as “LGBT [Christians, Jews, 

Muslims, et. al.]” but either as LGBT or their religious affiliation.  The main challenge to 

studying spiritual identity development among LGBT youth, however, is that majority of 

participants in these studies came from Christian backgrounds and had experienced rejection or 

dissonance from their traditional religious communities, if they belonged to one in the first place.  
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If during the coming out process, the LGBT youth rejected religion in turn, as they perceived it 

harmful to their existence, D’Augelli would have identified this as persistence.  D’Augelli did 

recognize that lesbians, gay men, and bisexuals have multiple psychological identities (1994, p. 

313) but did not want to make general statements about how one identity development process 

could impact another due to the uniqueness of all human beings.  Other studies have showed that 

LGBT students can successfully experience identity integration as a process in addition to, or 

embedded within, D’Augelli’s processes (Abes, 2011; Abes & Kasch, 2007).  Researchers have 

shown that LGBT identity integration most frequently manifests as self-identification as LGBT 

leaders or queer activists (Renn, 2007; Renn & Bilodeau, 2005). 

Some bisexual theorists took issue with D’Augelli’s sexual identity development model 

because they did not believe it applies to all bisexuals (Bradford, 2004; Brown, 2002).  Bisexuals 

may “choose” a heteronormative lifestyle with one partner of the opposite sex, even though they 

had experienced same-sex attraction.  This life choice may lead them to erase their non-

heterosexual identity completely.  Within D’Augelli’s identity development model, a bisexual 

person may exit heterosexual identity when discovering their same sex attraction, but external 

factors may lead the bisexual person to go into a “closet within a closet” and identify as gay or 

lesbian due to biphobia within the gay and lesbian community.  D’Augelli never addressed how 

biphobia within the gay and lesbian community can affect bisexual identity development.  At the 

same time, D’Augelli’s development theory allows for questioning and exploration of multiple 

identities, as D’Augelli believes that sexual orientations and identities are fluid.   

Transgender Identity Development Models 

“Transgender” is an umbrella term used to describe a broad variety of gender identities 

(Bilodeau & Renn, 2005, p. 30).  A significant number of people who identify as transgender do 
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not believe that LGB identity development theories completely speak to their experiences 

(Bilodeau & Renn, 2005; Levitt & Ippolito, 2014).  Heterosexual transgender people, for 

example, will often not use the term “coming out” to speak to their experience because that term 

specifically addresses revealing one’s sexual orientation as opposed to their gender identity.  In 

addition, transpeople who identify as non-binary or claim a gender other than male or female do 

not always feel comfortable with existing identity development models.  In truth, a significant 

percentage of transgender people simply identify as heterosexual boys or girls, or heterosexual 

men and women (Grossman et al., 2006).  Transpeople often know their gender identity from the 

time they are three years old, and may model heterosexual heteronormative gender roles 

(Diamond, 2012; Grossman et al., 2006).  For this reason, this segment of the transgender 

population may not identify with the LGBTQ community, and these identity development 

models, which I describe below, may not apply to their experience.  At the same time, the 

transgender identity development models which I describe may also not apply perfectly to people 

who identify as gender fluid, gender queer, gender non-conforming, third sex, two-spirit, or other 

indigenous gender identity categories. Nonetheless, I will identify the two prominent transgender 

identity development models most frequently cited in research that address the role of 

environmental factors in identity development.    

Bilodeau’s transgender development theory. Brent Bilodeau used D’Augelli’s theory 

as a model to develop a transgender identity development theory (2008).  An umbrella category, 

“transgender” encompasses a multitude of identities.  Unlike D’Augelli’s lifespan development 

model, Bilodeau designed his model to be specific to transgender college student development 

and believed it to be a series of sequential processes (Tejada, p. 37). The six processes of 

Bilodeau’s transgender identity development theory include: 
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Process One: “Exiting a Traditionally Gendered Identity” (Bilodeau, 2005, p. 32).  

 Recognizing the diversity within the transgender population, Bilodeau affirms that  

 transgender people do not follow traditional gender identities or patterns of gender  

 expression.  

Process Two: “Developing a Personal Transgender Identity.”  After opening their  

 minds to identities beyond the gender binary, students develop a personal transgender  

 identity that is constructed and explored with peer support and role models. 

Process Three: “Developing a Transgender Social Identity.”  Change in the instances 

below as well. Students adopt a transgender social identity that allows for continual 

exploration of self in a social network that supports and acknowledges the student’s true 

gender identity. 

Process Four: “Developing a Familial Transgender Social Identity.”  Students begin  

 to navigate their identity as a transgender offspring and explore familial interactions.  

Process Five: “Developing a Transgender Intimacy Status.”  Students then work to  

 develop a transgender intimacy status that includes current or future partners in   

 navigating attractions and actions based on those attractions. 

Process Six: “Entering the Transgender Community.”  Students may enter into, find 

 support in the transgender community, and seek opportunities, with other trans-

 identified students, to seek change and advocacy. 

Unlike D’Augelli, Bilodeau puts more emphasis on relationships shaping transgender 

identity development, as opposed to environmental factors.  Bilodeau assumes that transgender 

college students will exist in a particular environment that includes LGBT-friendly peers, 

faculty, and perhaps an LGBT resource center or student organization.  This model does not 
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seem to address the identity development of those transpeople who exited a traditional gendered 

identity as children and became an openly transgender family member in a supportive home 

environment prior to going to college. For these reasons, Bilodeau’s model does not apply across 

the board to diverse transgender populations, where D’Augelli’s and Bronfenbrenner’s models 

might.  

Lev’s Transgender Emergence Model. Transgender therapist Arlene Istar Lev released 

their “Transgender Emergence Model” in their book Transgender Emergence: Therapeutic 

Guidelines for Working with Gender-Variant People and Their Families (2004).  While Lev’s 

model is a stage model, Lev recognizes that the process of transgender identity development can 

begin at any point in a person’s life (p. 234). Lev’s transgender emergence model also stresses 

what the role of a therapist or other supportive people or environments should provide to the 

transperson at each stage of development.  In this way, Lev acknowledges the importance of 

environmental factors over relationships in transgender identity development. The six stages of 

transgender identity development, according to Lev’s model, are as follows:  

Awareness: During this first phase, gender variant people are often in distress; the  

 therapist or other supports should normalize the experiences involved in emerging as  

 transgender. 

Seeking Information/Reaching Out: Gender-variant people seek out information about  

 transgenderism and support; the therapist or other supports should facilitate linkages and  

 encourage outreach.  

Disclosure to significant others: Disclosure of transgenderism to spouses, partners,  

 family members, and friends; the therapist or other supports should support the   

 transperson’s integration into the family system.  
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Exploration (Identity & Self-labeling): Exploration of various transgender identities; the  

 therapist or other supports should support the expression and comfort with one’s gender  

 identity.  

Exploration (Transition Issues & Possible Body Modification): Exploring options for  

 transition regarding identity, presentation, and body modification; the therapist or other  

 supports should help the transperson come to decisions and advocate for them.  

Integration (Acceptance & Post-Transition Issues): The transperson can integrate and  

 synthesize transgender identity with other identities; the therapist or other supports  

 should support adaptation. 

Unlike Bilodeau’s model, researchers may apply Lev’s model to transpeople of any age. 

While Lev makes no assumptions about a person’s environment, she makes recommendations at 

each stage for what the environment should provide.  Lev does make the assumption, however, 

that those realizing their transgender identity may be in distress.  While this may be the case for 

an older adult, or someone living in a transphobic culture, it may not be so for a transperson who 

knew about themselves from a very early age and had parents who supported them without 

professional intervention.  Lev also assumes that all transpeople and their families should seek 

out professional assistance, when in reality the transperson may prefer to deal with these issues 

of transgender identity development alone, with friends, or in peer support groups that are not 

always facilitated by professionals.  

As college students are incredibly diverse, and transgender college students may already 

enter the college environment with a well-developed sense of their transgender identity, the 

transgender identity development models identified here may be less helpful than the other 

models provided.  
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Minoritized Identities of Sexuality and Gender (MIoSG) Students and Contexts Model 

 Vaccaro, Russell, and Koob (2015) developed the first ecological systems theory to 

specifically address LGBT college students.  Based on campus climate models and 

Bronfenbrenner’s original ecological systems theory, Vaccaro recognized that multiple factors 

within the environment play a role in shaping identity and adaptation.  Taking a cue from 

D’Augelli, Vaccaro et al. recognized that LGBT college students do not only come out just once, 

but must interpret their environment to determine how they will present and express themselves 

within it. Vaccaro et al. named their model “The Minoritized Identities of Sexuality and Gender 

(MIoSG) Students and Contexts Model. 

According to Vaccaro et al., “it is impossible to understand college students with MIoSG 

without considering institutional context—namely type [as defined by the Carnegie 

Classification System]” (p. 26).  Vaccaro et al. acknowledge that most research on identity 

development and college experiences of LGBT college students has been done at large four-year 

institutions and the multiple environments within them, and historically has focused on lesbian, 

gay, and bisexual students (p. 27).  

While more scholars are starting to conduct research on LGBT students attending a wider 

variety of institutional types, there is a shortage of research in this area—as well as studies 

comparing the experiences of LGBT students at more than one type of institution.  Current 

research does not paint a complete picture of LGBT college student development or the possible 

types of college experiences that they may have based on the different environmental factors 

with which they must interact at each type of institution. 

 Vaccaro, Russell, and Koob adapted Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theories to 

recognize the multiple contexts where LGBT students must engage and make meaning.  They 
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discovered parallel contexts within Hurtado’s studies of assessing and interpreting campus 

climate from the perspectives of people of color (Hurtado et al., 1998), as well as Renn and 

Arnold’s use of Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory as a tool to understand how peer 

relations influenced students’ self-realization (Renn & Arnold, 2003).  Vaccaro et al. channel 

Bronfenbrenner when they say: 

As readers will see…institutional context (including type) comprises a significant  part of 

the model. However, it is not the only influence on students with MIoSG. We contend 

that by taking a holistic view of self and contexts we can best understand the complex 

realities of students with MIoSG in postsecondary education (Vaccaro et al., 2015, p, 27). 

To develop their model, Vaccaro, Russell, and Koob analyzed multiple studies from the 1970s to 

current times where researchers applied identity development models to LGBT college students.  

The trio made note of how many of these studies documented unsafe campus climates and 

microclimates for the LGBT students that influenced their development and success (p. 28).  The 

trio acknowledged these descriptions of campus environments in the studies, and investigated 

foundational works that defined and operationalized campus climate for diverse populations that 

took “[racial/ethnic identity], historical legacy of inclusion or exclusion, structural diversity, 

psychological dimension of climate, behavioral dimension of climate, and implications for policy 

and practice” into account (p. 28).  With that said, Vaccaro, Russell, and Koob identify the 

following contexts within their model through an illustration that I call a “map”: 
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Figure 2 

Minoritized Identities of Sexuality and Gender (MIoSG) Students and Contexts Model 

 

Note. Adapted from “Students with minoritized identities of sexuality and gender in campus 

contexts: an emergent model.”  By A. Vaccaro, E.I. Russell, & R.M. Koob. New Directions for 

Student Services, 152, p. 28.  Adapted with permission.  
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Vaccaro, Russell, and Koob’s model has components that are analogous to Bronfenbrenner’s 

person-process-context time model: 

Self.  The context that includes inner traits such as personal identity development,   

 personality type, coping skills, and strengths, analogous to Bronfenbrenner’s “person” in  

 his person-process-context-time model; 

 Engagement and meaning making.  The process in which the self engages with   

 themselves and all other contexts, analogous to Bronfenbrenner’s “process” in his person- 

 process-context-time model; 

 Homeplace context.  The context that is analogous to Bronfenbrenner’s microsystems; it  

 includes the environments of family, peers, spiritual center, and workplace; 

Institutional/campus context.  The context of the higher education institution analogous to 

Bronfenbrenner’s mesosystems and exosystems that includes the traits of  institutional 

type; individual institution’s history, structure, mission, vision and goals; inclusive 

policies and procedures; structured initiatives and efforts, and unstructured events and 

interaction; 

 Sociopolitical contexts.  The context that is analogous to Bronfenbrenner’s macro 

 systems, which includes local, regional, and national sociopolitical contexts; 

Time contexts.  The context that is analogous to Bronfenbrenner’s chronosystems, with 

the three layers of time that include immediate, repeated/recent, and historical (Vaccaro 

et al., 2015, p. 28).     

Significance of the Theory.  This is the first ecological systems model developed to 

study the environmental factors that affect LGBT college students.  Vaccaro, Russell, and Koob 

purposefully use the term “minoritized identities of sexuality and gender” to emphasize the fact 
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that their identities “have been consigned to lower status, visibility, and power” by multiple 

factors within the environments in which they interact and inhabit (Vaccaro et al., 2015, p. 25). 

This mirrors the underlying theme of D’Augelli’s model, which states that LGB identities are 

shaped by oppression (D’Augelli, 1994a, p. 328).  

Vaccaro identifies the Minoritized Identities of Sexuality and Gender (MIoSG) Students 

and Context Model as “emergent” (Vaccaro et al., 2015).  This is because researchers outside of 

the team of Vaccaro, Russell, and Koob have not yet used the model as an organizational 

framework for their studies.  Campen (2021) conducted a similar study for his dissertation with 

undergraduates at Valdosta University, who did not have an LGBT resource center on their 

campus.  Campen identified four environments similar to those of the emergent “Minoritized 

Identities of Sexuality and Gender (MIoSG) Students and Context Model” (Vaccaro & Koob, 

2015).  Those four environments he identifies as  

Physical: Actual buildings, layout, and physical space of the campus (analogous to 

Vaccaro and Koob’s “Institutional/Campus Context”) 

Human aggregate: Institution’s identity, mission, vision, and traditions (analogous to 

Vaccaro and Koob’s “Institutional/Campus Context”) 

Organizational: Environment where power is held: who holds the power / decision 

making in shaping the environment?  (analogous to Vaccaro and Koob’s “Sociopolitical 

contexts” and “Institutional/Campus Context”) 

Socially constructed: Environments that assist students in learning and growing; student 

perception of utility and safety of the space (analogous to Vaccaro and Koob’s “Homeplace 

Context”, “Self”, “Engagement and Meaning Making” circle, and the context of “Time).   
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Campen’s findings from student interviews aligned with Schlossberg’s Theory of 

Mattering and Marginality (Schlossberg, 1989).  Schlossberg believed that, when students feel 

that they matter, they will develop more and be more integrated and involved in campus life.  

Perception of mattering to the school administration, professors, other campus professionals, and 

also to their peers plays a key role in feeling safe on campus.  If one believes that they matter to 

at least one individual on campus, then this perception often leads to a greater feeling of security 

and safety on campus. 

For those researchers interested in investigating how campus environments affect LGBT 

college student development, however, this single model which employs key elements from 

Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory and person-process-context-time models, as well as 

elements from major LGB, racial, and ethnic identity development models, and other campus 

climate models, has great potential.  I believe that it would be possible to design a study 

employing this model single model as the foundation. 

Critical Topics and Issues 

 Through this study, I want to discern whether or not academic libraries influence LGBT 

undergraduate identity development, resilience, and adaptation to the larger higher education 

environment.  If libraries do indeed support identity development, resilience, and adaptation to 

the larger higher education environment for LGBT undergraduates, then one could say that such 

students’ use of academic libraries would enhance the probability of their retention. Prior to 

conducting such an investigation, I viewed it as important to recognize previous research, 

scholarly opinion, and reviews dealing with the following topics: 

o The role of academic libraries in fostering identity development, resilience, and 

adaptation skills to support retention for all students; 
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o The perception of academic libraries as “third space” and “safe space”; 

o The expectations that traditional LGBT undergraduates have of higher education 

environments; 

o Narratives of LGBT individuals and the role that academic libraries have played in 

their lives; 

o The role that campus LGBT resource centers play for 21st century LGBT 

undergraduates, and their similarities and differences with academic libraries.  

How Academic Librarians Collect Impact Data   

According to Guarria and Wang (2011), administrators often reduce library budgets when 

their institutions experience declining enrollment trends that lead to fewer tuition dollars.  

According to Wexelbaum (2015a), few university presidents identify improving the campus 

library as very important in building their legacies.  College and university administrators will 

impose financial austerity and reduce funding for collections, staffing for necessary services and 

library instruction, as well as maintenance of the physical and online infrastructure of the library. 

New administrators must decide where to make improvements that would be of most benefit to 

the students to these understaffed, cash strapped libraries. 

Wexelbaum (2015a) and Wexelbaum and Kille (2012) cited Megan Oakleaf (2010; 2011) 

when they state that academic libraries often struggle to demonstrate their impact to 

administration. The data that federal and organizational regulators require academic librarians to 

assemble include collection size, funding for collections and staff, reference desk activity, and 

circulation of materials (American Colleges & Research Libraries, 2015; National Center for 

Education Statistics, n.d.).  The National Center for Education Statistics and American Colleges 



   
 

74 

& Research Libraries do not ask for evidence of how these institutions support student success, 

persistence, or retention.  

Academic Libraries and their Role in Retention and Student Success 

Colleges and universities want to improve their retention rates, particularly those of first 

generation, low income, and minority students (National Center for Education Statistics, n.d.; 

U.S. Department of Education, n.d.; Windmeyer et al., 2013).  Multiple studies have shown that 

students from underrepresented and marginalized backgrounds are more likely to experience 

interruptions to their college education or dropping out completely, from reasons ranging from 

underpreparation, insufficient funds, lack of support from family or friends, culture shock, bias 

and hostilities that they experience on campus, and potential stress related illness caused by 

stress (Banks et al., 2019; Beemyn, 2003; Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2014; 

Campus Pride, 2010; Daniels & Geiger, 2010; Grant et al., 2014; Griffith et al., 2019; Haddow, 

2013, p. 128; Jones, 2014, p. 318; Kirby, 2011; Kosciw & Boesen, 2015; Lust, 2012; Manning et 

al., 2012; Millet, 2015; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1980; Rankin, 2011; Sanlo & Espinoza, 2012; 

Strayhorn & Mullins, 2012; Tetreault, 2013; Vega, 2013).  LGBT undergraduates may be less 

likely to finish college than their cisgender heterosexual peers due to these stressors that they 

face on or off campus.  

Low income, first generation, and minority students who persist and graduate often must 

overcome more barriers than their affluent white peers with college educated parents (Banks et 

al., 2019).  Persistence in higher education for low income, first generation, and minority 

students often depends on organizations, centers, or services on campus that provide social, 

academic, and institutional support (Banks et al., 2019).  A major institutional support for these 

students is the library.  Some studies have shown that students enrolled in academic success 
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programs are more likely to use library resources and services than others, especially if they are 

students from low income or minority backgrounds (Lombard, 2012; Soria et al., 2015, p. 639). 

Researchers focused on academic libraries have produced rich qualitative and 

quantitative data to show how libraries and librarians support persistence and retention of 

undergraduates. Multiple studies show a strong correlation between undergraduate library use 

and college completion, indirectly suggesting that library usage builds persistence (Eng & 

Stadler, 2015; Haddow, 2013; Haddow & Joseph, 2010; Herman, 2015; Murray et al., 2016; 

Soria et al., 2013; Soria et al., 2014; Soria et al., 2015).  These cited studies, reviews, and 

opinion pieces emphasize that any undergraduate usage of library resources, services, associated 

programs in the building, or the library space itself, correlates positively with persistence and 

retention (Murray et al., 2016).  More research is needed on whether or not students who start 

college with strong persistence skills and traits are more likely to use the library to start with than 

students who are less likely to have those characteristics.  

None of the library researchers cited above collected sexual orientation or gender identity 

information from existing records or human subjects.  Institutional representatives either did not 

collect this information, or researchers did not find it relevant.  To this day, no one can even 

estimate what percentage of undergraduate academic library users identify as LGBT, or what 

spaces, resources, or services that LGBT undergraduates would use most frequently.  At this 

time, one can only assume that LGBT students would appreciate the benefits that libraries 

provide at least as much as other student populations. 

Free Resources.  At last count, according to the National Center for Education Statistics 

(n.d.), roughly 85 per cent of full time undergraduates receive financial aid.  To supplement their 

financial aid, eighty percent of these students work during the semester.  Most students on 
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financial aid do not earn enough to cover all of their expenses.  Seventy per cent of 

undergraduates who chose not to complete college stated that tuition, textbooks, and other 

college expenses became unaffordable, and that the stress of working and taking a full time class 

load was taking a toll on their health (Public Agenda, n.d. p. 7).  These students who could not 

afford the class textbooks also could not maintain their grades.  Struggling students who know 

that they have access to textbooks and course materials in the library will make use of those 

resources, thus increasing the likelihood that they will persist in their college education. 

Most undergraduates in the United States own a laptop or a tablet, but they still depend 

on computer labs to complete class assignments.  Computer labs on campus will often have the 

required software they must use to complete assignments, and desktop computers have large 

screens that make it easier to complete work that requires the use of multiple open screens.  

Campus labs also provide low cost or no cost printing, and often have collaborative workspaces.  

For these reasons, library computer labs are heavily used during the semester.  Low income, first 

generation, first year undergraduates are less likely to own a personal computer, mobile device, 

or a printer.  They are also less likely to have home Internet access.  The ability to use computers 

in the library at no cost increases the probability that undergraduates from low income, 

marginalized backgrounds—including those from LGBT communities--will persist. 

Academic libraries that identify as “learning commons” will provide peer mentoring, 

tutoring, centers for academic writing skills, math improvement, and research consultation, 

technology and media support, and digital scholarship opportunities all connected in one space 

(Schmidt & Kaufman, 2005).  Students who make use of one support center in the learning 

commons will also have a choice of other centers and services to use all in one place, and the 

benefit of different levels of “experts”, such as peer mentors, librarians, technology staff, faculty, 
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and student affairs professionals, who can provide hands on help.  In the learning commons 

students may also be able to acquire their college ID, seek out career planning assistance, or 

simply have free access to office supplies for their homework (Grallo et al., 2012). 

Undergraduates who use these free resources are more likely to persist than those who lack the 

awareness or motivation, or those whose campuses do not provide such amenities (Samford 

University, n.d.).  To ensure that the spaces, resources, and services are inclusive for diverse 

populations, librarians will collaborate with student affairs units to determine how to engage 

BIPOC students and international students (Thorne & Williams, 2013), but to date no 

publications show how academic libraries have sought guidance from or partnered with LGBT 

identity centers to make an LGBT-inclusive learning commons.  

LGBT undergraduates are more likely to experience financial stress than other students 

on campus.  They are less likely to have family support, and may experience homelessness 

(Kosciw & Boesen, 2015).  Transgender and non-binary students often face employment 

discrimination on and off campus, which does not allow them to access all of their financial aid 

benefits.   For these reasons, LGBT undergraduates are likely to appreciate free access to 

computers, study space, and wireless access that their academic libraries would provide.  

Quiet space.  People from all generations value the quiet spaces that libraries provide, 

and wish to maintain quiet spaces in libraries (Maxwell, 2006; Zickuhr et al., 2013a, Zickuhr et 

al., 2013b).  Undergraduates who share small apartments or dormitories with others are most 

likely to seek out quiet space to study and do homework. While all students use academic 

libraries for quiet space, minority and low-income students are the most likely to benefit from it 

(Green, 2015; Kirby, 2011; Lombard, 2012; Soria et al., 2015).  Quiet space is also perceived as 
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safe space by some undergraduate populations who perceive noisy environments as hostile and 

potentially dangerous (Madriaga, 2010).  

Third space.  Oldenburg (1999) defines “third space” as a place where people spend time 

that is distinct from “home” or “work”.  Solheid (2014, p. 17-18) calls third space a neutral space 

that serves as “the community center for the people…where activities are driven by 

conversation…[where] people can freely move in and out at will.”  For college campuses, 

academic libraries often serve as neutral third spaces where students and faculty can congregate 

to socialize, study, or work on projects together.  They are also spaces where students can 

receive services and be alone to reflect.  According to Maxwell, “Paradoxically, the library is a 

communal institution that promotes noncommunal activity” (2006, p. 78).  Campus communities 

use academic library spaces for academic, social, and personal purposes.  More libraries are 

allowing food and beverages to be brought into study areas to encourage undergraduates to spend 

more time there, while others are developing “nap stations” with folding cots in screened off 

areas to provide approved campus spaces for students to rest (Waxman, 2014).   

Safe space.  Booker (2007) defines “safe space” in higher education environments as one 

where all people on campus can feel empowered and supported to express themselves, acquire 

knowledge, and persist without facing institutional sanctions or harm from peers.  Today’s 

undergraduates also define safe space as a physical or online forum where marginalized groups 

should not experience microaggressions or further marginalization (Geek Feminism Wiki, n.d.).  

According to Booker (2007), the term “safe space” was invented on college campuses during the 

Civil Rights movement, to redesign the classroom experience for Black undergraduates.  

Feminists then co-opted the “safe space” concept to describe places where rape, molestation, and 

incest survivors could share and process their experiences in an affirming, nonjudgmental 
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environment built on feminist principles (Campbell et al., 2004; Carroll, 2015).  In the 1990s, 

student affairs professionals began to apply the term “safe space” or “safe zone” to campus 

spaces constructed for LGBT communities free of homophobic, lesbophobic, biphobic, 

transphobic or heteronormative biases (Poynter & Tubbs, 2007, p. 122-123).  These LGBT safe 

spaces served as discussion forums devoted to the discussion of difficult topics, such as racism in 

the LGBT community (VanderStouwe, 2015).  Critics such as Harris (2015) and Shulevitz 

(2015) accuse those who build safe spaces of eliminating freedom of speech and restricting 

academic freedom.  At the same time, students and faculty both seek supportive environments 

for learning.  Arao and Clemens (2013) believe that safe space for learning can be created by 

ground rules for behavior, and the National Coalition Against Censorship (2015) has expressed 

support of “trigger warnings” on course materials to prepare students ahead of time for difficult 

subjects or experiences. 

According to Wexelbaum in “The Library as Safe Space”: 

Libraries define “safety” through policies and procedures to protect employees, patrons, 

library resources, and the physical building itself from harm (Alliance Library System, 

n.d.; Graham, 2013; Halsted, Clifton, & Wilson, 2014).  Libraries have designed smart 

practices for handling emergencies (Halsted, Clifton, & Wilson, 2014), cybersecurity 

(American Libraries Association, 2015), and “inappropriate” behavior (Alliance Library 

System, n.d.; Graham, 2013); quite often they perceive innovations as disrupters and 

potentially dangerous (Alliance Library System, n.d.; Graham, 2013).  At the same time, 

most librarians—particularly LGBT librarians—assert that libraries are safe spaces for all 

who are different (Carmichael, 1998; Gay, Lesbian, and Straight Education Network, 

2015; Kester, 1997; Nectoux, 2011; Schrader, 2009: Vaillancourt, 2013).  They state that 
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librarians should act as social justice warriors, teaching the community how to maintain 

the library a safe space for learning and expression (Gittings, 1990; Mehra & Braquet, 

2007). 

Academic librarians have identified “library anxiety” as the disorientation and insecurity 

that undergraduates experience which renders libraries and library employees unsafe for them 

(Bonnand & Hansen, 2015; Mellon, 1986; Soria et al., 2015).  First year students in particular 

may perceive large academic libraries as overwhelming. They may perceive librarians as 

intimidating, judgmental, and “knowing everything.”  When undergraduates have library anxiety, 

they will not go to the Reference Desk to consult with a librarian in public, they will not browse 

the shelves independently for academics or for leisure, and they may not even go to the public 

Circulation Desk to check out their materials (Stewart & Kendrick, 2019).  To reduce library 

anxiety, academic library administrators and their staff are learning how to make their library 

spaces, resources, and services inclusive, feminist, and anti-racist. 

Academic librarians are learning how to redesign their spaces, resources, and services as 

safe and nonjudgmental from critical race theorists, feminist theorists, and queer theorists.  The 

increased use of peer mentors and student employees at library service desks is rooted in Friere’s 

model of “pedagogy for the oppressed”, a feminist pedagogy that shifts transactions to gain 

information from teacher versus student to humans learning together (Accardi, 2013).  As 

librarians interact with students of different races and cultures to help them build information 

literacy skills, they are starting to embrace antiracist, decolonized, and feminist pedagogies to 

create non-judgmental safe space for learning, questioning, and sharing of information.  In her 

book chapter “Assessing safe spaces for digital scholarship in the library”, Wexelbaum (2016a), 

elaborates on the use of feminist pedagogies to rethink makerspaces, hackerspaces, creativity 
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labs, media studios, Wikipedia events, and engaging library instruction sessions as communities 

of learners and safe spaces for learning.  

According to Wexelbaum in her article “The Library as Safe Space”, libraries fulfill their 

mission to create a more democratic and equitable society by collecting resources created by, for, 

and about people from diverse communities and perspectives (Wexelbaum citing the American 

Library Association and Rosa, 2015).  The American Library Association Code of Ethics states 

that librarians have a professional responsibility to build collections representative of all 

individuals, communities, and viewpoints.  Representation in library collections means a great 

deal to underrepresented, marginalized populations.  In particular, for LGBT communities, this 

representation of LGBT individuals, communities, and concerns in library collections has led 

LGBT people to view libraries as safe spaces, as well as to pursue library careers (Carmichael, 

1998; Gay, Lesbian, and Straight Education Network, 2015; Kester, 1997; Nectoux, 2011; 

Schrader, 2009).  

How Academic Libraries Collect Data on Climate 

The two main national collectors of academic library data in the United States—the 

National Center for Education Statistics and American College & Research Libraries--do not ask 

academic libraries for data related to climate, diversity, equity, or inclusion.  According to 

Wexelbaum and Kille (2012), national higher education accreditors such as the Higher Learning 

Commission provide no standards for academic libraries, other than spaces for them should exist 

(Higher Learning Commission, 2015).  In 2011, the American Libraries Association has started 

to ask academic libraries to develop measurements to assess their impact on student success. To 

date, no one has developed or tested assessment tools to use nation-wide that would show how 

academic libraries support retention, or provide benchmarks for improvement.  Academic 
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libraries also are usually not included in campus climate assessments, and have very little history 

of conducting library-specific climate studies.  Two nationally recognized academic library 

survey instruments that include some climate measures are LibQUAL+ and MISO.  

The Association of Research Libraries developed LibQUAL+ “…to solicit, track, 

understand, and act upon users’ opinions of service quality” (LibQUAL+, n.d.).  This assessment 

instrument measures user perceptions of “service quality” in three dimensions: Affect of Service, 

Information Control, and Library as Place (LibQUAL+, n.d.).  Dimensions Affect of Service and 

Library as Place allow students to explain how the staff make them feel and their perceptions of 

the library space.  While LibQUAL+ provides open-ended comment boxes to collect qualitative 

user feedback, librarians cannot use the survey instrument to collect demographic data except to 

identify patrons as students, faculty, staff, or community patrons.  For this reason, librarians are 

unable to use LibQUAL+ to identify marginalized populations who may experience poor service 

or unsafe spaces in their libraries. 

MISO (Measuring Information Service Outcomes) is an online quantitative survey that 

measures how campus constituents perceive academic library and computing services (MISO, 

2017a).  The main question that MISO answers is “What services and resources are important to 

our constituents, and how successfully do our organizations deliver them” (MISO, 2017b).  

MISO asks all survey participants to state their frequency of library use, and to identify the level 

of importance of library spaces, resources, and services, as well as perceived quality of service.   

While academic libraries use MISO for patron-focused strategic planning, it is not a tool that 

assesses impact or climate. Like LibQUAL+, the main demographic data that MISO collects 

from patrons is their student, faculty, or staff status.  If a library wants to add additional 

demographic categories to their survey, MISO will charge $800 for each add-on.   To date, 
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perhaps due to the cost, no academic libraries have published MISO results by race, sexual 

orientation, gender identity, or other category to find out how particular groups are using, 

prioritizing, and perceiving library services or spaces. 

 To date, only one publication has featured a survey instrument for college students 

developed by an academic library that addresses library space, climate, and gender identity.  In 

2014, the University of California at Santa Cruz University Library collaborated with Ithaka S+R 

to develop a qualitative student survey to evaluate how students use and perceive their library 

spaces in order to develop a student-focused library space plan (Careaga et al., 2016).  Survey 

results showed that students—especially those who identify as female—differentiate between 

“comfort” and “safety” when describing library space.  Student survey participants used the term 

“safety” to refer to their physical safety within the library (Careaga et al., 2016, p. 5).  Findings 

revealed that male cisgender students felt the safest in library spaces, while female students, 

transgender, and non-binary students, and survey participants who would not disclose their 

gender identity were the least likely to feel safe (Careaga et al., 2016, p. 6-7).  This survey 

collected student perceptions of safety and comfort in the physical library environment, and how 

safe students felt walking between the library and their residence halls or classrooms during 

daylight hours and in the dark.  More research is needed to determine if female, transgender, 

non-binary, and non-gendered students identify other people in the library as a factor that would 

affect their perception of safety and motivation to frequent the building.   

Summary 

 Academic library resources, services, and spaces have the potential to help 

undergraduates adjust to the greater academic environment, build resilience and adaptation skills, 

and support their degree completion.  Academic libraries collect insufficient data that shows 
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exactly how these resources, services, or spaces support student identity development or 

retention, particularly for minority populations.  Academic libraries also collect insufficient data 

related to the climate of the library, and rarely evaluate how undergraduates perceive “safety” of 

the library.  Academic libraries that do collect feedback about library space and customer service 

from undergraduates almost never collect demographic data from their users related to sexual 

orientation or gender identity. Meanwhile, other entities have documented LGBT undergraduate 

expectations of higher education environments, and librarians have published personal narratives 

of LGBT people from different generations about how the library supported their LGBT identity 

development and made these people feel safe, seen, and included on campus. 

LGBT Undergraduate Expectations from Higher Education Environments 

LGBT undergraduates have distinct expectations from their college campuses. High 

school students are more likely to be out than previous generations, and consider campus climate 

a factor in selecting a college.  Since the 1990s they have published their own college resource 

guides to inform potential LGBT students what campuses were “LGBT friendly”, “welcoming”, 

or “safe” (Sherrill & Hardesty, 1994; Campus Pride, 2014; Center for Online Education, 2016).  

They include details about accepting, inclusive professors and staff, whether or not LGBT 

courses or degree programs existed at the campuses, if the campuses had LGBT-specific student 

support offices or organizations, LGBT events, and closeness to LGBT community in the 

surrounding area.  Older review sources noted fewer “LGBT friendly” institutions, and not all 

LGBT friendly institutions had a specific office or center for LGBT students.     

Wexelbaum (2015b, 2017) documented how student activists provided information to 

LGBT high school students whose selection criteria for colleges include acceptance, safety, and 

LGBT resources and services. Sherrill and Hardesty published The Gay Lesbian and Bisexual 
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Students’ Guide to Colleges, Universities, and Graduate Schools (1994), the first book to 

compile student feedback on LGBT campus climate at 179 campuses across the United States.  

Sherrill and Hardesty constructed the first major national survey which they distributed to LGBT 

student organizations across the United States to assess student perceptions of LGBT campus 

climate, resources and services.  Students gave most colleges negative reviews. Since then, 

several other print college guides specifically for LGBT students have been published.  Today, 

tips for LGBT students on selecting an LGBTQ-friendly college also exist for those who wish to 

pursue online education (Center for Online Education, 2016).   

In 2002, the national nonprofit student-driven organization called Campus Pride 

established itself “to develop necessary resources, programs and services to support LGBT and 

ally students on college campuses across the United States” (Campus Pride, 2014, “Our History: 

Campus Pride”.).  Campus Pride provides an online clearinghouse of research reports that 

address how LGBT students fare in college.  Their national LGBT Campus Climate Index, 

published annually, ranks nearly 200 colleges and universities based on LGBT-friendliness of 

student policies, LGBT resource center presence, LGBT courses offered, and campus protection 

against harassment.  Regional comprehensives, HCBUs, community colleges, religious schools, 

and military schools regularly rank the lowest in this index. 

 The Campus Pride LGBT-Friendly Campus Climate Index “is a vital tool for assisting 

campuses in learning ways to improve their LGBT campus life and ultimately shape the 

educational experience to be more inclusive, welcoming and respectful of LGBT and Ally 

people” (Campus Pride Index, 2015).  Campus climate is assessed on LGBT policy inclusion, 

LGBT support & institutional commitment, LGBT academic life, LGBT student life, LGBT 

housing, LGBT campus safety, LGBT counseling & health, and LGBT recruitment and retention 
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efforts (Campus Pride Index, 2015).  Library resources and services are not included in the 

assessments.  Campus Pride Index translates scores from their measurement tool to a five-star 

ranking system.   

In Wexelbaum’s analysis of the Campus Pride Index rankings (2015b), the highest- 

ranking institutions do not always have LGBT resource centers.  Campus constituents who report 

positive experiences on campus do not always connect them to LGBT resource centers, libraries, 

or student organizations.  Wexelbaum observes that quotes from LGBT students, faculty, and 

staff gathered from “Premier” institutions praise campus safety, family atmosphere or acceptance 

on campus, and the ability to make friends from diverse backgrounds on campus. Positive 

faculty-staff interactions, culturally sensitive student peers, LGBT curriculum, LGBT campus 

events, and an LGBT friendly off campus community may play a stronger role in LGBT+ 

student retention than the library or LGBT resource center presence. 

In the first national survey of 8,000 LGBTQ teenagers, 85 per cent self-identified as 

“college-bound”, with two thirds of that group aspiring to graduate school (Kosciw & Boesen, 

2015).  Wexelbaum and Hoover, in their article “Gifted and LGBTIQ”, theorized that LGBT 

youth may seek acceptance through “academic overachievement” if they do not receive 

unconditional acceptance for just being who they are (p. 74).  Wexelbaum and Hoover cite 

studies of gay men and overachievement from Reid and Tobias (1993), Pachankis and 

Hatzenbuehler (2013), Wallace (2016), and Wilkinson and Pearson (2015) to build their theory.   

While LGBT students may be high academic achievers, or aspire to be so, recent studies 

show that LGBT students are more likely to suffer from physical and mental health issues than 

their cisgender heterosexual peers (Campus Pride, 2012; Frost et al., 2019; Grant et al., 2014; 

Lust, 2012; Manning et al., 2012, 2014). These challenges, aggravated by stressors on and off 
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campus, affect LGBT student performance, attendance, and graduation rates. In response to 

discrimination, LGBT students often shoulder the burden of “social responsibility” and “must 

manage…an overload of interpersonal social information in potentially every public encounter” 

(Daniels & Geiger, 2010, p. 6).  In spite of these challenges, LGBT college students are more 

likely to be engaged in student organizations and often have higher grade point averages than 

their cisgender heterosexual peers (Wexelbaum & Hoover, 2014, p. 75).   

Transgender students remain poorly served by higher education institutions (Beemyn, 

2003, p. 41; Greathouse et al., 2018; Lyttan & Laloo, 2017; Marine & Catalano, 2013; Pryor, 

2017).  Faculty, staff, and students often exhibit microaggressions against these students, 

particularly in campus restrooms, locker rooms, and dormitories.  Some colleges and universities 

provide gender-neutral “Rainbow Housing” for LGBT students, assuming that cisgender male or 

female students who choose this housing option will accept transgender roommates.  While some 

campuses provide gender-neutral restrooms in campus buildings, often only one gender-neutral 

restroom exists on the entire campus.  Known by students and faculty as the “transgender 

bathroom,” it becomes a target for vandalism and persecution.  Colleges and universities have 

had success in drafting and enforcing “preferred name policies,” where students, faculty, and 

staff may request that their preferred name appear on class rosters, transcripts, and other official 

campus documentation.  This has not only helped transgender students, faculty, and staff, but 

also any other person who wishes to use a name other than their given one.  Campus wide 

trainings on pronoun usage, and the practice of faculty and staff introducing themselves with 

their pronouns and including them on email signatures and other documents or employee badges, 

has also helped some transgender students feel safer on campus.   
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Unlike their cisgender heterosexual peers, LGBT students do not identify academic 

difficulty as a top concern when considering college.  According to the survey conducted by 

Kosciw and Boesen (2015), most survey participants intended to major in the arts, humanities, 

and social sciences.  According to Wexelbaum and Hoover (2014), it is likely that LGBT 

students find comfort, safety, and acceptance in environments where they can pursue academic 

and creative endeavors.  For this reason, LGBT students are likely to excel in academics and the 

arts, and they will seek out places and people who provide the support for those pursuits 

(Wexelbaum & Hoover, 2014).  It is probable that students engaged in humanities, social 

sciences, and creative work are also likely to spend more time in the library due to the need for 

books in those disciplines (Camp, 2007; Gilbert & Fister, 2011; Mizrachi, 2015).  While libraries 

may be more important to LGBT students than their cisgender heterosexual peers, college review 

resources focused on the needs of LGBT undergraduates do not address how well the academic 

libraries serve or support LGBT students.  

Summary 

After reviewing the literature dealing with LGBT student expectations of higher 

education environments, it is clear that LGBT students expect accepting, welcoming, safe 

campuses.  LGBT students are a diverse group who want to participate in athletics, Greek, and 

other student organizations while pursuing academics and creative endeavors.  LGBT students 

provide each other with LGBT-friendly rankings of colleges and universities, which may 

influence their decisions on where to enroll in higher education.  At the same time, no formal 

studies exist of LGBT student expectations of academic libraries or how academic libraries help 

LGBT students.  
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LGBT Grand Narrative: “The Library Saved My Life” 

 Wexelbaum wrote two major publications about the significance of libraries for LGBT 

students: “The Library as Safe Space” (2016b) and “Do Libraries Save LGBT Students?” (2017).  

She supports Deml (2013), Fine (2012), Ivory (2012), and Ottenritter (2012) in their support for 

appropriately trained faculty and staff campus-wide to provide safe spaces for LGBT students 

versus distinct physical centers.  Wexelbaum also makes the claim that the campus library is more 

likely to serve all LGBT students of a higher education institution than the campus LGBT resource 

center (2016b, 2017).  Wexelbaum supports the findings of Poynter and Tubbs (2007), Ottenritter 

(2012), Renn (2007), and Sanlo and Espinoza (2012) that show the effectiveness of safe space 

training programs in helping LGBT students adapt and assimilate into the holistic campus 

environment. 

 Wexelbaum cites Maxwell (2006) when she says that libraries have become sanctuaries for 

people who do not quite fit in, provided that they comply with library behavior policies and spend 

their time reading.  In her publication “Do Libraries Save LGBT Students?”, Wexelbaum examines 

the personal narratives of those who have documented their coming out experiences.  Across 

generations, genders, and career paths, Wexelbaum noted a common phrase in the narratives: “The 

library saved my life”.  Wexelbaum noted that those who were coming out during their childhood, 

adolescence, or college years before the advent of LGBT resource centers and the Internet were 

more likely to expound upon the major impact that the library had on their coming out process and 

assimilation into the college environment than current generations.  In fact, the phrase “the library 

saved my life” decreased in frequency as people engaged in the coming out or transitioning process 

got closer to the Internet age.  Wexelbaum also observes from her research that a significant 

number of LGBT people who stated that the library saved their life and identified the library as a 
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safe space became librarians or library activists, citing the experiences of founder of the American 

Library Association’s Rainbow Round Table Barbara Gittings (Gittings, 1990) and Steven Riel, 

Serials Cataloging Manager of the Harvard University Library (Riel, 1997), as two influential 

examples.   

 Both Gittings and Riel share a common experience of frequenting libraries to find 

representation of themselves in books, and their joy in finding these materials even if the content 

made them feel uncomfortable.  For Gittings, visiting libraries to seek out LGBT materials became 

an obsession.  Based on her own experiences trying to locate LGBT materials on library shelves, 

Gittings encountered the LGBT librarians and allies who put those materials on the shelves and 

sought out better representation in their profession.  Due to her leadership in LGBT information 

access and LGBT rights in the library workplace, people often mistake Barbara Gittings for a 

librarian but in truth she actually failed out of college for spending too much time in libraries. 

Riel expressed his gratitude for libraries that provide books that show that LGBTQ+ people 

and others who do not quite fit into society could connect with the world and live fulfilling lives 

(1997, p. 102).  Prior to enrolling in college, at sixteen years old he found a library book to bring 

home that helped him come out to his parents (1997, p. 104).  He felt safe in the library as he 

perceived a sense of anonymity there.  Due to his positive experiences with libraries prior to 

college, when Riel became a college student at Georgetown University, he developed a rapport 

with the academic librarians and staff and sought help and support to set up a display about 

homosexuality in the library (1997, p. 105).  Due to the accepting, inclusive librarians, Riel became 

fully engaged in his college experience, and decided to pursue a career in librarianship.   

 To this day, libraries rarely call direct attention to their LGBT library collections, and will 

also protect the anonymity of any library patron who may choose to read or check out LGBT 
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materials.  The patrons themselves will “promote” a library as safe space and the quality of its 

resources.  To make the point that LGBT resources, particularly books, save the lives of youth in 

the process of coming to terms with their sexuality or gender identity, library patron “Isbell” of 

the Mid-Content Public Library system of Missouri shares her experience: 

 As a gay teenager struggling to understand myself, I am so thankful to Mid-  

 Continent for having had resources to learn about the LGBT community.  Given  

  that it was Missouri in the late 1980s, it's awe-inspiring to think how open-  

 minded and forward-thinking the library was in stocking such books, materials,   

 magazines.  Many a time I would be somewhere hiding in the back of the library   

 with some gay material enveloped by non-gay material so I could privately read   

 without anyone knowing.  I probably never formally checked any of it out, but it   

 made all the difference in allowing me access.  After much research and time   

 spent in the library, I was finally able to come out and be proud in 1990.  The   

 Mid-Continent library saved my life. (Isbell, n.d.) 

For “Isbell,” the library provided that safe, private space “in the back of the library” where she 

could read without judgement or persecution.  The library provided ample books, magazines, and 

other materials to learn about the LGBT community in a place and time where LGBT topics 

were not openly discussed.  For these reasons, “Isbell” states that the library saved her life.      

Critique of the Grand Narrative 

Wexelbaum (2017) notes that the grand LGBT narrative of “the library saved my life” 

occurred most frequently before people had personal mobile devices to seek information online. 

Millennials, Generation Z, and Generation Alpha may have different perspectives on where they 

find safe space, the format of information resources they would seek out, their strategies to locate 
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desired information, and the physical or online places they would go to seek out that information.  

Contemporary LGBT young adults often perceive online spaces as safe spaces, and they often 

seek out LGBT information online (Fox & Ralston, 2016; Gay, Lesbian, and Straight Education 

Network, 2013; Kitzie, 2019; Mathis & Tremblay, 2010; Schaller, 2011; Wexelbaum, 2015b).  

Today’s LGBT young adults may be reading EBooks, social media, or blogs, on a personal 

mobile device, without setting foot in a physical or online library space (de la Cruz et al, 2022; 

Fox & Ralston, 2016; Kitzie, 2019).    

The people who published their personal stories about how the library saved their life did 

not have access to LGBT resource centers.  LGBT resource centers in higher education 

institutions began to appear across the United States in the late 1990s (Consortium of Higher 

Education LGBT Resource Center Professionals, 2014; Marine, 2011).  It is possible that LGBT 

students today, if they are fortunate enough to attend a higher education institution with an 

LGBT resource center, may see that space as a friendlier alternative to the library for LGBT 

information gathering and learning about LGBT identity, if they feel safe enough to visit that 

space and spend time there.  

These pre-Internet age narratives that Wexelbaum cites (2017) are the only published 

personal experiences composed by LGBT people in the United States about libraries saving their 

lives.  These narratives were recorded from avid readers who, for the most part, became 

librarians, writers, researchers, or editors. While they may be high academic achievers, not all 

LGBT youth see reading as a leisure activity, and not all of them learn best through traditional 

print books.  More research is needed to determine if LGBT youth have dominant or preferred 

learning styles and how educational environments can support the ways that they learn. 
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Summary 

 Based on what Wexelbaum identified in the published narratives, if LGBT youth 

perceive the library as a safe space, have positive relationships with the librarians and staff, and 

are able to locate materials that reflect their own experience, they will frequent the library.  If 

they feel safe and welcome there, LGBT youth will use the library as a hangout spot, a sanctuary, 

a preferred spot for studying, or even a place of employment if they perceive other environments 

as hostile.  Today, more LGBT undergraduates have access to LGBT resource centers, which 

may play the role for some LGBT students that libraries did in the past.    

LGBT Resource Centers 

 In her article “Do Libraries Save LGBT Students?” Wexelbaum traces the history of 

LGBT resource centers (2017).  After Stonewall, campus activists and allies believed that LGBT 

students required their own clubs, student services staff, and physical campus spaces where they 

could socialize, find community resources, and receive support in navigating institutional 

processes.  Since the 1970s, students and faculty advocated for and received institutional 

approval to establish LGBT centers or programs and services geared toward LGBT students.  

Most campus LGBT resource centers were established in the late 1990s (Consortium of Higher 

Education LGBT Resource Center Professionals, 2014; Marine, 2011). Centers became 

“resource centers,” that had their own “libraries” of books, periodicals, brochures, and 

community resources, due to the rise in LGBT Studies curriculum development and AIDS 

activism in the 1990s (Marine, 2011; Sanlo, 2000).   

As the number of campus LGBT resource centers and LGBT support services increased, 

a need arose for student affairs staff trained to work with LGBT students (Marine, 2011; Sanlo, 

2000).  LGBT resource center directors today serve as administrators, counselors, programming 
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directors, and advocates for students. Their work is centered in LGBT identity development and 

engagement, providing safe spaces for consultation, socialization, and group meetings, 

facilitating campus wide safe space training, coordinating LGBT-related campus programming 

for the entire campus, conducting campus climate studies, advocating for LGBT students, 

faculty, and staff, and student leader development (Deml, 2013; Ivory, 2012; Marine, 2011; 

Ottenritter, 2012; Renn, 2007; Sanlo, 2000). While LGBT students may not visit their LGBT 

resource center, they still benefit from the student affairs staff who provide services to LGBT+ 

students focus on improvement of campus climates for LGBT+ students, faculty, and staff across 

campus.  

Wexelbaum cites the Consortium of Lesbian Gay Bisexual Transgender Higher 

Education Professionals for a definition of LGBT resource center and a count of them across the 

United States (2017).  The consortium defines an LGBT resource center as a physical space that 

is “professionally run by at least one paid professional staff and or graduate assistant” (“Find an 

LGBT Center”, Consortium of Higher Education LGBT Resource Professionals, n.d).  They 

provide an online map of North American campuses with LGBT resource centers which meet 

that definition. According to the map, early two hundred campus LGBT resource centers with 

trained, paid LGBT resource center directors exist in the United States (Consortium of Higher 

Education LGBT Resource Professionals, 2015).  Two hundred colleges and universities 

compose less than five per cent of North American higher education institutions.  Ten states have 

no record of LGBT resource centers at all.   

Two year colleges and for-profit schools are the least likely to have LGBT resource 

centers or student organizations, even though an increasing number of LGBT students are 

enrolling in these institutions (Fine, 2012, p. 296; Ivory, 2012; Ottenritter, 2012, p. 535-536).  
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HBCUs also are not likely to have LGBT resource centers (Kirby, 2011, para. 2).  Public status, 

size of endowment, number of students enrolled and urban location directly correlate to the 

likelihood of LGBT resource center presence on campuses (Fine, 2012, p. 295-296).  

LGBT resource centers may be staffed by graduate students or no one at all, existing 

merely as social spaces.  They may or may not provide a lounge area to watch television or films, 

and they may or may not have books, media, computers, study space, or private counseling 

rooms. LGBT student organizations may or may not choose to use the center for their meetings. 

Wexelbaum points out that no accreditation standards exist for LGBT resource centers; instead, 

the Council for the Advancement of Standards in Higher Education (CAS) provides standards 

and guidelines for “Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, and Transgender Programs and Services” which can 

exist without separate spaces, or even distinct employees (Council for the Advancement of 

Standards in Higher Education, 2015, p. 334). CAS standards related to LGBT programs and 

services clearly state: 

LGBT Programs and services must not be the only institutional unit meeting the needs of 

LGBT students.  

All institutional units should share responsibility for identifying and meeting the needs of 

LGBT students and eliminating prejudicial behaviors (p. 334).   

LGBT Programs and Services, according to CAS, play the explicit role to “promote academic 

and personal growth [of all LGBT and questioning students]” as the top action item of its 

mission (2015, p. 334), while academic libraries may also accomplish this implicitly.  CAS 

further delineates the parallels between LGBT programs and services and the academic library:  

 “To achieve their mission, Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender Programs and   

 Services (LGBT Programs and Services) must contribute to 
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• students’ formal education, which includes both the curriculum and the co-

curriculum; 

• student progression and timely completion of educational goals; 

• preparation of students for their careers, citizenship, and lives; 

• student learning and development. 

CAS standards also detail how and where LGBT Programs and Services should collaborate with 

other units to advocate for academic and information needs of LGBT students, as well as LGBT 

information needs for the entire campus.  While information provision is a focus, the CAS 

standards and guidelines for LGBT Programs and Services provide little direction on how to 

build relations or collaborate with the academic library. CAS only provides the following 

statement related to the academic library, in LGBT Programs and Services, Part 2. Program: 

LGBT Programs and Services must promote and advocate for services   

 addressing the unique needs of LGBT students that are generally offered by other  

 functional areas…. 

• library services, including library and research guides for students interested 

in LGBT issues, especially when they cross traditional lines of academic 

disciplines.  

(Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender Programs and Services, p. 335). 

The absence of the library in this document particularly stands out in “Part 8. Internal and 

External Relations,” where CAS provides guidelines on where and how to foster relationships 

with all campus and community entities to exchange information, educate, collaborate, and share 

resources (p. 341). The academic library does not appear in the list of academic units or campus 

professionals with whom LGBT Programs and Services are advised to connect (p. 341).  
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Wexelbaum (2017) points out how this oversight may cause disconnects related to LGBT 

information provision, and who will accept the role of teaching students and faculty how to 

evaluate and interpret LGBT information. Last but not least, CAS provides no guidelines on how 

to make safe space on campus for LGBT students, or how to identify those areas on campus 

perceived by students as safe.  

Wexelbaum notes that contemporary students have a wealth of spaces, resources, and 

information sources to choose from that will impact their choice of space usage and information 

seeking strategies (2015b, 2016a, 2016b, 2017). Millennial LGBT undergraduates seek LGBT 

information from a variety of sources, most frequently their friends and the Internet (Mathis & 

Tremblay, 2010; Schaller, 2011). Students fortunate enough to attend a higher education 

institution with an LGBT resource center, in addition to the library, may choose to use one or 

both of these spaces during their undergraduate career.  

In her interviews with students at St Cloud State University, Wexelbaum discovered that 

students in the early stages of coming out or transitioning may not feel comfortable visiting an 

LGBT resource center for fear of being “labeled” by others (2015b).  This supports the findings 

of Fine, (2011), Ivory (2012), and Ottenritter (2012).  Those students who are out or who have 

transitioned may have LGBT friends and significant others engaged in other spaces on campus, 

or off campus. Wexelbaum (2017) notes that LGBT students focused on academics, athletics, or 

Greek life may be more likely to seek out supportive friends and mentors within their loci of 

interest rather than visiting the LGBT resource center (Campus Pride, 2007; Evans, 2003; Evans 

& Broido, 1999; National College Athletics Association, 2012; Renn, 2007).  Students of color 

may be less likely to visit LGBT+ resource centers in predominantly white institutions (PWIs); 
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at the same time, historically black colleges and universities are less likely to have LGBT 

resource centers than PWIs (Kirby, 2011).   

For a college student development course assignment, Wexelbaum interviewed three 

undergraduates at St. Cloud State University—one gay, one lesbian, and one bisexual—to 

determine how they made use of the campus LGBT resource center and the academic library 

(Wexelbaum, 2015b).  Student responses varied depending on how out they were, their personal 

interests, and whether or not they differentiated between library and LGBT resource center 

space.  As the campus LGBT resource center had a computer lab, the student who worked at the 

center and had his classes in the building right behind the student union found it most convenient 

to use the LGBT resource center for all of his academic needs.  The bisexual student, who was 

only out to one person in her family, refused to use the LGBT resource center because she 

perceived it as a “fishbowl” due to its window walls; she was anxious that classmates from her 

small town would see her there and tell her parents or her church.  While she avoided the LGBT 

resource center, the student felt very safe in the library because “no one would ever question why 

a college student would use the library” (Wexelbaum, 2015b).  The bisexual student perceived 

library staff as welcoming and helpful, and she had borrowed at least one LGBT book from the 

academic library collection.  The lesbian student, out to her friends and family and leader of one 

of the LGBT student organizations, used the center as a social space, and the library for 

academics.  For her, even though the center had computers and a work space, she said that she 

would be too distracted talking to her friends to ever do schoolwork there.  Recording these three 

undergraduate experiences led Wexelbaum to pursue further research on how contemporary 

LGBT undergraduates use, perceive, and value their academic libraries, how academic libraries 

impact LGBT identity development and adaptation to the broader higher education environment, 
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and whether or not LGBT resource center presence impacts academic library usage and 

perceptions.  

While all campuses, for accreditation purposes, must have a space defined as a “library”, 

some campuses choose not to have LGBT resource centers.  Some administrators believe that a 

universal center devoted to “diversity” provide adequate support to LGBT students, but this 

assumes that white students will feel welcome in a space traditionally reserved for students of 

color, and it also assumes that LGBTIQ students of color will feel comfortable coming out to 

their heterosexual peers of color (McCready, 2001, p. 48-51; Poynter & Tubbs, 2007; Rankin, 

2006, p. 115-116). More research is needed to determine whether the existence of distinct LGBT 

resource centers improves campus climate, retention, or completion rates for LGBT students.  

Summary 

 LGBT resource centers provide multiple resources for students, and claim to provide safe 

space for LGBT identity development.  While these centers share some similarities to libraries, 

not all students have access to them, and not all centers have the same quality of resources, 

services or staff.  Not all students wish to frequent their LGBT resource center for fear of being 

marked, or from lack of interest.  Because LGBT students must complete academic assignments 

while enrolled in college, the likelihood that they visit their academic library at least once is far 

higher than a visit to the center.  Finally, as is the case with studies of academic library impact on 

LGBT undergraduate retention, no studies exist to show the impact of LGBT resource centers on 

student retention.  

Literature Review Summary 

 The ecological system theories and LGBT identity development models that serve as the 

frameworks for this study indicate that, across the life span, humans adapt and build resilience 
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through entering and exiting new environments and experiences.  For LGBT undergraduates, a 

major part of their development will take place in college—an unfamiliar, potentially hostile 

environment to which they must learn to adapt.  Vaccaro, Russell, and Koob developed the first 

ecological systems theory to specifically address LGBT college students, but it remains untested. 

Past generations of LGBT people have found that their academic libraries helped them adapt to 

college and develop as proud, confident LGBT adults.  While studies employing ecological 

system theories to LGBT individuals adapting to new environments exist, none address the role 

or place of the library in the lives of LGBT undergraduates in these studies.  

Academic libraries provide multiple resources and services for undergraduates that can 

help them acclimate to the larger higher education environment, build resilience and adaptation 

skills, and support their retention.  At this time, academic libraries struggle to collect data that 

shows exactly how these resources, services, or spaces support student identity development or 

retention, particularly for minority populations.  Academic libraries also have not participated in 

campus climate studies, and do not have library-specific assessment tools to evaluate the “safety” 

or climate of their library spaces as would be reported by undergraduates.  Even when they do 

collect feedback about library space and customer service from undergraduates, academic 

libraries almost never collect data from their users related to sexual orientation or gender 

identity.  For this reason, no data from national library satisfaction surveys about the needs or 

expectations of LGBT undergraduates for library spaces exists.  

Documentation of what LGBT undergraduates expect from higher education 

environments exists.  After reviewing this literature dealing with LGBT student expectations of 

higher education environments, it is clear that LGBT students expect accepting, welcoming, safe 

campuses.  This highly diverse group of students want equal, inclusive opportunities to 
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participate in student life without discrimination.  Since the 1990s LGBT students have reviewed 

four year colleges and universities and note the factors that make them “LGBT friendly”, which 

may influence LGBT high school students’ decisions on where to enroll for college.  At the same 

time, these student reviews of colleges and universities do not include information about their 

libraries.  As a result, no record exists of LGBT undergraduate expectations of academic 

libraries.  At the same time, no studies of how academic libraries impact LGBT undergraduates 

exist.  

Published narratives of LGBT college students from previous generations reveal their 

experiences in libraries.  These LGBT students placed a high value on their academic libraries, 

perceived them as safe spaces for “coming out”, and explained how their libraries supported 

LGBT identity development and made them feel welcome on campus. Based on review of these 

historical narratives, one can come to some conclusions.  Prior to the 21st century, LGBT youth 

who perceived the library as a safe space, had positive relationships with the librarians and staff, 

and could locate materials that reflected their own experience there, would use their library as a 

hangout spot, a sanctuary, a preferred spot for studying, or even a place of employment if they 

perceived other environments as hostile.  Today, as more LGBT undergraduates attend higher 

education institutions that have LGBT resource centers, it is possible that LGBT attitudes toward 

and usage of their academic libraries has changed. 

LGBT resource centers claim to provide safe space for LGBT identity development. 

They are purposeful in providing space for LGBT student socialization, LGBT-friendly 

programming, and LGBT student leadership opportunities. LGBT resource centers may also 

include book collections, computer labs, and tutoring programs, similar to academic libraries.  At 

the same time, not all students have access to LGBT resource centers on their campus, or centers 
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that have equitable resources and services to their academic libraries.  Also, not all LGBT 

students choose to visit their LGBT resource center due to other interests, or not wanting the 

LGBT “label”.  Like all undergraduates, LGBT students must complete academic assignments 

while enrolled in college.  For this reason, the likelihood that they visit their academic library at 

least once is far higher than a visit to the LGBT resource center. Just as no studies exist to 

demonstrate the impact of academic libraries on LGBT undergraduate retention, no such studies 

exist to show how LGBT resource centers affect undergraduate retention.  
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Chapter 3: Methodology 

Rationale for the Study 

Academic librarians lack sufficient data to demonstrate how academic library spaces 

support identity development, adaptation, resilience and retention for LGBT undergraduates.  

While LGBT resource center directors can collect some data from the students who frequent 

their centers, the number of LGBT students who avoid the center is often greater than the 

number that use it.  Neither librarians nor LGBT resource center directors know for sure what 

spaces on their campus LGBT students perceive as “safe”, why they feel that way, or how they 

use or value those spaces.  Neither librarians nor LGBT resource center directors know for sure 

what internal and external factors may impact LGBT student perception, use, and value of 

academic libraries or LGBT resource centers.  Without this information, we cannot improve our 

resources, services, or spaces for LGBT undergraduates in order to help them persist and succeed 

in college. For these reasons, it is time to conduct a study.    

This study captured the perceptions, usage, and impact of academic libraries on LGBT 

undergraduates from semi-structured interviews.  The study empowered current traditional 

LGBT undergraduates to share their experiences in academic library spaces.  They verbalized 

how making use of the academic library space has helped them.  During their interviews, they 

differentiated between use and benefits of academic library space, those of an LGBT resource 

center should it exist on their campus, and other spaces they may consider safe on their 

campuses.  The conceptual framework for the study is Vaccaro, Russell, and Koob’s (2015) 

emergent “Minoritized Identities of Sexuality and Gender (MIoSG) Students and Context 

Model”.  It is the first ecological systems theory specific to LGBT undergraduates that is a 
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hybrid of Bronfenbrenner’s ecological human development model and D’Augelli’s lesbian gay 

bisexual lifespan development model. 

Research Questions 

Through interviews with current LGBT undergraduates, I sought answers to the 

following questions: 

• How do lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender (LGBT) undergraduates identify and 

assess safe space? 

• What internal and environmental factors influence LGBT undergraduate perception 

of academic library spaces? 

• How do LGBT undergraduates perceive, use and value their academic libraries? 

• How does use of the academic library affect LGBT undergraduate identity 

development, adaptation to the higher education environment, and resilience? 

• How does presence of a campus LGBT resource center impact LGBT undergraduate 

use and perception of academic library spaces? 

I explored the following themes in this study: 

• The effect of internal and external factors on LGBT youth perception of college 

environments; 

• The effect of internal and external factors on LGBT youth adjustment to college 

environments; 

• The effect of environmental factors on LGBT college student development; 

• The effect of academic library usage on LGBT college student development; 

• The effect of LGBT resource center usage on LGBT college student development; 
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 Results of this study will help academic librarians and student affairs professionals 

improve campus resources, services, and spaces for LGBT undergraduates to improve student 

retention and engagement.  

Case for Qualitative Methods 

        Qualitative studies dominate LGBT studies research (Bettinger, 2010).  Those who study 

LGBT populations wish to give them a voice and empower them through the research process, as 

advocates often label them as members of marginalized, victimized populations (Bettinger, 2010; 

Gates & Kelly, 2013).  Qualitative studies provide a holistic picture of real LGBT students that 

recognizes and affirms their diversity and their individual experiences in higher education 

environments.  

        Quantitative researchers have criticized qualitative studies of LGBT individuals as 

“inadequately developed and insufficiently complex explanations” (Swindell & Price, 2009).  

One queer theorist made a case for quantitative studies of LGBT individuals, stating that “queer 

theory’s task lies in the visibilising, critiquing, and separating the normal (statistically 

determined) from the normative (morally determined)” (Giffney, 2004).  This argument, 

however, would only suffice for a quantitative study focusing solely on LGBT individuals.  It is 

highly problematic to generate a representative sample of LGBT individuals, or what would be 

statistically significant, or what would constitute a meaningful effect size, for representatives of 

this population when it is impossible to count all of the LGBT students on any college campus 

and experts differ on the percentage of LGBTIQ individuals in any given population (Bass, 

2011; Gates, 2011; Gates, 2017; Kinsey, 1947; Kinsey, 1953; National Public Radio, 2011; Pew 

Research Center, 2013; Robison, 2002; Serna, 2010; Sullivan & Losberg, 2003; Weiss, 2010). 

Due to the diversity that exists within LGBT populations, it would be unethical to generalize 
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LGBT student needs perceptions, and behaviors (Bettinger, 2010; Giffney, 2004; Meezan & 

Martin, 2009; Sullivan & Losberg, 2003).  Qualitative studies provide the “thick description” 

(Geertz, 1973; Tracy, 2013, p. 3) that helps higher education professionals imagine the higher 

education environment from multiple LGBT perspectives.  According to Geertz (1973), thick 

description comes from 

 --…a multiplicity of complex conceptual structures, many of them superimposed upon or 

 knotted into one another, which are at once strange, irregular, and inexplicit, and which  

 [the researcher] must contrive somehow first to grasp and then to render…interviewing 

 informants, observing rituals, eliciting kin terms, tracing property lines, censusing 

 households…writing his journal (Geertz, 1973, p. 10).  

Geertz was a cultural anthropologist who studied the role of symbols in constructing public 

meaning.  He recorded and analyzed a wide variety of artifacts to learn how symbols developed 

and persisted in cultures, and how people from multiple cultures could similarly interpret 

symbols.  Geertz’s process of capturing and interpreting thick description is appropriate for 

researchers who want to know how people define and perceive abstract concepts that are not 

measurable through quantitative methods.   

At this time, no formal quantitative assessment tool exists to measure perceptions of safe 

space in libraries or resource centers.  Institutions that conduct campus climate studies employ a 

wide variety of survey instruments that measure employee and student levels of trust or fear in 

the work environment or classroom, never using the term “safe space” (Tetreault, 2013; Vogel et 

al., 2008; Vaccaro, 2014).  In order to develop a survey instrument for safe space assessment, 

researchers need to know how their research populations define safe space, as well as 

“understanding of a sustained process” (Tracy, 2013, p.5).  Qualitative research can uncover 
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these definitions and understandings.  Students may have different definitions of safe space than 

librarians, which would make survey development difficult.  According to Tracy, qualitative 

research “focuses on lived experience, placed in its context…honors participants’ local 

meanings… [and] interprets participant viewpoints and stories” (p. 5).  Qualitative research can 

tease out the ways that different populations in higher education environments make meaning of 

the concept of safe space, as well as how different populations perceive the safety of a shared 

space.  Power dynamics may also play a role in the creation, understanding, and perception of 

safe space in higher education environments; these subtleties and nuances will appear in 

interviews or observations of research participants, as opposed to a Likert scale. 

Challenges of Doing Research with LGBTIQ+ Undergraduates 

 LGBT undergraduates represent an extremely diverse, fluid population that manifests 

multiple developmental experiences, processes, and relationships (Bettinger, 2010).  For this 

reason, when seeking out LGBT individuals for research studies, the researcher cannot treat them 

as a monolithic, static group.  Instead, the researcher can only speak to individual behaviors or 

representation of a subgroup under the larger LGBT umbrella (Bettinger, 2010; Giffney, 2004).  

 According to Sullivan and Losberg, “sampling is fraught with dilemmas, particularly 

with populations that are difficult to define, hard to reach, or resistant to identification” (p. 148).  

First, almost no higher education institutions ask LGBT students to identify their sexual 

orientation or gender identity for admissions or enrollment purposes, so no college representative 

can state how many LGBT students they have with any accuracy (Crowhurst & Emslie, 2014; 

Windmeyer et al., 2013).  In general, researchers differ on the percentage of LGBT individuals in 

any given population; their calculations range from 3.1 to 10 per cent of any human population 

(Bass, 2011; Gates, 2011; Gates, 2017; Kinsey, 1947; Kinsey, 1953; National Public Radio, 
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2011; Pew Research Center, 2013; Robison, 2002; Sullivan & Losberg, 2003). Informal surveys 

of undergraduates at two Ivy League institutions have revealed LGBT populations as high as 

12.2% of the general undergraduate population (Serna, 2010; Weiss, 2010).  Reasons for such 

variations in LGBT population count include fear of self-disclosure, lack of self-awareness, 

invisibility within the LGBT population itself, as well as possible overrepresentation in certain 

populations.  It is also not safe to assume that all LGBT students on campus can be counted in 

the campus LGBT resource center, as not all LGBT students spend time there or use resource 

center services. 

 In general, LGBT individuals—particularly transgender, non-binary, and LGBT persons 

of color—remain suspicious of being singled out for research studies (Guyan, 2021).  They may 

choose not to participate in research studies unless they know that the researcher is also a 

member of the LGBT community or if a friend or trusted source tells them about the study 

(Guyan, 2021; Meezan & Martin, 2009).  For this reason, researchers often depend on 

convenience, purposeful, or snowball sampling to recruit LGBT participants in their research 

studies (Meezan & Martin, 2009; Sullivan & Losberg, 2003). 

Challenges of Collecting Library Data from Undergraduates 

Academic librarians use a wide variety of data collection techniques to determine student 

and faculty satisfaction and impact of library resources and services on student success.  In 

general, students are less likely than faculty to respond to library surveys (Allen et al., 2013).  

Not all undergraduates use library resources, and might not consider inhabiting the space “using 

the library.”  

The other challenge that academic libraries face in gathering usable data from 

undergraduates is that national library surveyors do not collect their demographic information 
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(Allen et al., 2013).  This means that academic library representatives develop library resources 

and services based targeting a generalized population, when in reality the undergraduate 

population manifests diverse needs and expectations (De Groote & Scoulas, 2022). Few library 

studies of undergraduates take into account whether or not their sample size is large enough to be 

reflective of the general undergraduate population (Library Research Service, n.d.; Thompson, 

2000). 

Research Design 

 For the purposes of this study, the lived experience consisted of LGBT undergraduate 

experiences of employing a library, using an LGBT resource center, and perceptions of these 

places and their experiences within them.  In order to produce a thorough understanding of how 

LGBT undergraduates define and perceive safe spaces, where contemporary LGBT 

undergraduates spend time on campus, how LGBT undergraduates perceive library and resource 

center environments, and how these environments affect LGBT identity development and 

resilience, as well as adaptation to the broader higher education environment, it was necessary to 

perform thematic analysis.  

Braun and Clarke (2006) define thematic analysis as a qualitative research method that 

identifies and examines themes, as well as implicit and explicit ideas, within interview data (p. 

83).  Organizational theorist Richard Boyatzis (1998) portrayed thematic analysis as an 

instrument to use across different methods.  Boyatzis defined thematic analysis as a process “to 

be used to assist the researcher in the search for insight” (p. vi).  Further, he explained: 

 When people from different countries who speak different languages meet for the   

 first time, a translator facilitates communication.  Thematic analysis is a translator  

 of those speaking the language of qualitative analysis to those speaking the   
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 language of quantitative analysis; it also enables those who use different    

 qualitative methods to communicate with each other.  Further, it allows a    

 researcher with a qualitative method and design to translate observations and   

 apply statistical analysis to determine validity of the themes or code If that   

 approach to determining validity is desired.  Descriptive use of thematic analysis is  

 desirable if the particular methodology chosen for a study requires enhancing the  

 clarity of results or findings and the ease of communication.  In providing access   

 to discoveries and insights generated through qualitative methods, thematic   

 analysis expands the possible audience for the communication and dissemination   

 of ideas and results (Boyatzis, 1998, p. vii).   

Thematic analysis allows researchers to transform abstract concepts or observations into 

potentially measurable standards.  For this reason, researchers in psychology, healthcare, and 

counseling fields have applied this method in order to record, analyze, and communicate 

information related to human behavior, as well as to determine how research participants 

perceive their environment and resulting behaviors from within that environment (Aronson, 

1995; Benner, 1985; Braun & Clarke, 2006; Javadi & Zarea, 2016; Waters, 2016).  In fact, two 

academic librarians had used thematic analysis of undergraduate recollections of their library 

experiences (Kracker & Pollio, 2003).  I found thematic analysis most appropriate for my study 

as I asked my research participants multiple questions about perceptions of and experiences in 

different higher education environments, as well as to identify the internal and external factors 

that influence their perceptions and experiences.  
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Ecological Maps 

The conceptual framework for the study is Vaccaro, Russell, and Koob’s (2015) 

emergent “Minoritized Identities of Sexuality and Gender (MIoSG) Students and Context 

Model”.  It is the first ecological systems theory specific to LGBT undergraduates that is a 

hybrid of Bronfenbrenner’s ecological human development model and D’Augelli’s lesbian gay 

bisexual lifespan development model.  For each interview, I applied a corresponding template of 

this MIoSG Students and Context Model to map out each research participant’s perceptions and 

level of importance of different spaces on campus, as well as the perceived importance of each 

part of the model’s ecosystem. 

Data Sources/Collection Methods 

Once I received permission from the research site4 to conduct my research at their 

campus, I collected data from several sources. First, I wanted to make a general MIoSG map of 

the campus.  To get a sense of the ecological system and structure of campus, I reviewed the 

campus policies, traditions, history, and information about the surrounding city.  I also reviewed 

the research site’s LGBT resource center and academic library websites to analyze what policies, 

procedures, and people create the structure for spaces for students.  

Before interviewing students, I wanted to hear from the people in charge of developing 

and maintaining the spaces, resources, and services that the students potentially use.  I 

interviewed two librarians at the research site and took a tour of their library, taking notes about 

their spaces, signage, resources, and services.  Next, I interviewed the research site’s LGBT 

Resource Center Director and visited the resource center upon invitation to see the space, take 

 
4 To protect the identities of research participants and the college staff who assisted me in my research, the name of 

my research site, the locations on campus, and the names of all research participants and college staff will remain 

anonymized.  I will use aliases wherever possible.   
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notes, and meet with the students.  Notes from librarian and director interviews are available in 

the Appendix.  

To interview LGBT undergraduates at the research site, I originally recruited students 

using snowball sampling methods.  I built a collegial relationship with the campus LGBT 

Resource Center Director to discuss and execute strategies to recruit students for the study.  

Before the pandemic, we promoted the study through the GSC newsletter, a face to face visit to 

the GSC during New Student Orientation to socialize with students and familiarize them with 

me, and through word of mouth recruitment from the GSC student employees.  When the 

pandemic started, I developed Zoom workshops upon student request to teach LGBTQ+ 

vocabulary in English, Spanish, French, and German, which helped familiarize me with the 

LGBTQ+ students and interested faculty to recruit students for my study.  I also participated in 

an online book discussion group organized by the GSC, which familiarized me with current 

students and alumni.  Finally, to increase the number of participants for my study, the GSC 

Director required GSC student workers to participate in the study as part of their paid pre-

semester training and orientation.   

Interviews took place either face to face or through Zoom video chats. Before the 

pandemic, students had the choice to meet in a study room in the library, the Gender and 

Sexuality Center, another space that students believed would offer some privacy, or online.  

During the pandemic. all interviews took place via Zoom.  Prior to all interviews, I provided 

each student with a copy of the Consent and Confidentiality Form and read it with them so that 

they were aware of the purpose of the study and their rights during and after the study.  After 

responding to their questions or concerns about the study, I conducted individual semi-structured 

interviews with each student.  During face to face interviews, I used the SuperNote app on my 
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iPod touch to record interviews and generate transcripts.  For online interviews, I saved the 

videos and used the transcription feature in Zoom to capture each transcript.  I labeled each 

interview file with the date, location, and alias to protect the confidentiality of each research 

participant. Recorded interviews from current LGBT undergraduates served as my main data 

source. 

The Semi-Structured Interview 

 I have selected the semi-structured interview method to gather my data for two reasons. 

First, it allowed me to have a reasonable level of control over the topics addressed during each 

session.  Second, all of the research participants responded to a series of interview questions 

aligned with the investigation’s main research questions.  Depending on how the conversation 

flows, the sequence of questions changed somewhat for each participant.  Depending on what 

they could speak to from their experience, I did not anticipate that every participant would 

respond to each interview question (although, during the course of our conversation, we would 

address all of the research questions in the study). My interview guide is available in Appendix 

B.  

Analysis 

Prior to interviewing my subjects, I constructed a “map” for each subject based on 

Vaccaro, Russell, and Koob’s Minoritized Identities of Sexuality and Gender (MIoSG) Students 

and Contexts model.  In this way, during interviews, I wrote notes as to what internal and 

external factors impact participants’ experiences in different environments, as well as my 

interpretation of how they make sense of time-environment constructs.  I then compared those 

maps to the one I created from my study of the city of my research site, the research site’s 

policies, history, and tradition, and interviews with the LGBT resource center director and 
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librarians.  These “maps,” compiled in a three-ring binder with additional pages for commentary, 

served as my reflexive journal, where I made regular entries about the research process, personal 

insights, and decision-making processes.  In addition to annotating the maps, I recorded any 

information that might have influenced the interview process and participant responses, as well 

as my own reflections of how my own attitudes and biases toward academic libraries and higher 

education environments changed based on what my research participants shared with me about 

their experiences.  

During the interviews, I conducted member checking by restating or summarizing 

information periodically, then questioning the participant to better understand their process of 

meaning-making.  Once I completed the MIoSG model map for each participant, and had 

transcribed the interview, I made those available to the participants for review prior to thematic 

analysis.  In this way, I ensured that I understood their past and present experience with libraries, 

in addition to how they perceive and describe how that experience has helped them adapt to the 

larger higher education environment and influenced their identity development.  Upon request of 

the participant, I offered to make a two-page summary of the interview available to them for 

review as a final round of member-checking.  Once I have confirmed with each participant that 

the map and two-page summary of their experience are valid and credible, I began the process of 

thematic analysis.  

Thematic analysis engages coding as the primary process for identifying and developing 

themes within the interview data.  Thematic analysis is a non-sequential iterative process that can 

start and stop at any point.  This strategy of coding helped me analyze individual interview 

responses, then all interview data as a whole, to compare theme frequencies, identify co-

occurrence of themes, and map out relationships between different themes.  Just like 
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Psychologists Virginia Braun and Victoria Clarke present a popularly cited thematic analysis 

process that performed through six cyclical phases of coding to create “established, meaningful 

patterns” (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 93).  Braun and Clarke’s process is as follows: 

Phase 1: familiarizing yourself with the data.  Braun and Clarke wrote that researchers 

must “immerse” (p. 87) themselves in the data, which involves reading all of the data at 

least once before coding.  During this familiarization process, researchers should write 

down all observed meanings, patterns, and other interesting things about the data. 

Transcribing verbal data takes place in this first phase.  [For my analysis, this data will 

not only come from the interviews, but also from the notes I jot down in each student’s 

MioSG map.] 

Phase 2: generating initial codes.  Codes identify something about the data that interests 

 to the researcher.  According to Braun and Clarke, codes help the investigator 

 organize bits of data into meaningful groups.  

Phase 3: searching for themes.  At this stage, the researcher analyzes the codes and 

 determines if she can combine different codes to form one or more main overarching 

 themes.  

Phase 4: reviewing themes.  First, the researcher should review the contents of each 

 theme  to determine if the data forms a coherent pattern. If it does, the researcher should 

 begin to develop a “thematic map” (p. 89).  Next, she will assess the validity of each 

 theme in relation to the data set as a whole, and if the thematic map accurately shows the 

 meanings from the data set as a whole.  

Phase 5: defining and naming themes.  Reorganize the collated data into a coherent 

 narrative, noting what is interesting about the data and why.  At this point one can report 
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 how each theme fits into the overall narrative, in relation to  the research questions.  If the 

 thematic map accurately illustrates the meanings from the data set as a whole, the 

 researcher will identify the meaning and characteristics of each theme, as well as all of 

 the themes as a whole.  At this phase, it is possible to identify sub-themes.  To define 

 themes at this point, the researcher should be able to describe each theme and the data it 

 contains in one or two sentences.  The researcher should give “concise, punchy” (p. 93) 

 names  to the themes at this point.  

Phase 6: producing the report.  The researcher should “tell the complicated story of [her] 

 data in a way which convinces the reader of the merit and validity of [her] analysis” (p. 

 93).  The report must provide a “concise, coherent, logical, non-repetitive, and interesting 

 account of the story the data tell within and across themes” (p. 93).  

Boyatzis noted that “there are three different ways to develop a thematic code: a) theory 

driven, (b) prior data or research driven, and (c) inductive (i.e., from the raw data) or data driven 

(Boyatzis, 1998, p. 29).  For my research study, I developed themes from my MIoSG Students 

and Contexts maps, as well as from codes generated from the interviews. Each section of a 

MioSG map, which is constant, has the potential to serve as its own theme. For this reason, the 

maps, in addition to the interview transcripts, will be included as sources of data, codes, and 

themes for my analysis.  

The app I used for face to face interviews, and Zoom, automatically generate transcripts 

from each interview.  To ensure that each transcript is complete and accurate, I listened to each 

interview as I read each transcript and made edits as necessary.  I listened to each interview 

again, to make any additions to the corresponding MioSG map in case I missed something the 

first time.  I then coded interview passages, and used that coding to help support the development 
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of thread and themes.  Next, I used NVIVO to perform a second level of analysis to code the 

phrases, threads, and emerging themes from those student interviews.  I then revisited the 

corresponding map, to fill in any blanks that I might have missed.  In this way, I determined 

whether or not, or to what degree, Vaccaro, Russell, and Koob’s Minoritized Identities of 

Sexuality and Gender (MIoSG) Students and Contexts emerging model holds relevance as a 

consistent ecological systems model for LGBT college students.  This study also answered my 

research questions about the role that academic libraries may play in LGBT undergraduate 

identity development, resilience building, and adaptation to the larger higher education 

environment.   

Research Site 

 A private residential liberal arts college in the upper Midwestern United States served as 

my research site.  I contacted several private residential institutions5 in neighboring Midwestern 

states, with the hope of securing approval from at least one institution with an LGBT resource 

center, and one that did not.  Nine of the twelve residential institutions in my home state do not 

have LGBT resource centers as defined by the Consortium of Higher Education LGBT Resource 

Professionals as “office/center…professionally run by at least one paid professional staff or 

graduate assistant directing LGBT resources (“Find an LGBTQ Center”, Consortium of Higher 

Education LGBT Resource Professionals, 2015).  All nine of those institutions in my state 

without an LGBT resource center, as well as the two in a neighboring state that I had contacted, 

declined to participate in the study.  For this reason, I decided to focus my research on the one 

 
5 The definition of “residential institution,” for the purposes of this study, will be an institution that houses the 

majority of its students on campus.  Currently the state of Minnesota has twelve four-year institutions that have a 

residential student population of 65% or more; they include private religious institutions, private liberal arts 

institutions, private not-for-profit baccalaureate or Masters granting institutions, and public baccalaureate 

institutions.   
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private residential institution in my home state whose administration supported and approved 

participation in my dissertation research. 

Description of the Research Site 

 Prior to interviewing students about the way they perceive the various real and 

metaphorical spaces on campus, I decided to learn for myself about the campus’ location and its 

history, the history of the library and LGBT resource center, as well as the space and influence of 

those campus spaces.  I learned about these spaces through researching them online as well as 

visiting campus, touring the spaces, and interviewing the people who worked in these spaces.  By 

doing so, I would have a common frame of reference for spaces that I would discuss with the 

students.   

Location of the Research Site 

 Northern Lights College is located in [Location redacted], in a state in the upper 

Midwest.  With a population of 21,000 people, [Location redacted] historically had served as a 

center of agriculture and higher education (City of [Location redacted], 2019).  Unlike other 

regions of the state, [Location redacted] was settled by New Yorkers and New Englanders, who 

invited fellow New Yorkers and Yankees to settle in the region.  This population, as contrasted 

against the Norwegian immigrant farmers who also settled in the region, perceived themselves as 

the “elite” and were so as they held power and influence in the town.  Northern Lights College 

was established in 1866 by the [Location redacted] Conference of Congregational Churches, but 

never had a strict religious affiliation or spiritual mission.  The Norwegians, on the other hand, 

established their own college nearby to train their children to become pastors and teachers to 

preserve their culture and Lutheran faith. 
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 Northern Lights College is somewhat isolated from other large population centers in 

[Location redacted].  It is between one to two hours away from the larger urban centers to its 

north, west, and south.  Driving from the urban center where I live to [Location redacted], once 

one gets closer to [Location redacted] the landscape shifts to rural.  Taking the only highway that 

leads to the small town, visitors are welcomed by the sign “Welcome to [Location redacted]: 

Colleges, Cows, Contentment”.  Continuing along the only highway that leads to [Location 

redacted], one will pass farms, fields, and forests, then the cereal factory.  After passing the 

cereal factory, one will reach [Location redacted], home to multiple coffee shops and restaurants, 

Northern Lights College, and the [Location redacted] Public Library within walking distance of 

campus.  

The Northern Lights College Campus.  Northern Lights College is the fourth oldest 

higher education institution in this upper Midwestern state (Northern Lights College, “Our 

History”, 2022).  Founded in 1866, it has built a strong reputation for undergraduate teaching and 

innovation (Northern Lights College, “Northern Lights At a Glance”, 2022).  It encompasses 

1,040 acres (including an 880 acre arboretum) and has 2,046 students from 50 states and 35 

countries (Northern Lights College, “Northern Lights At a Glance”, 2022).   

The current mission of Northern Lights College starts off with the following statement: 

 The mission of Northern Lights College is to provide an exceptional    

 undergraduate liberal arts education.  In pursuit of this mission, the College is   

 devoted to academic excellence, distinguished by the interplay of teaching,   

 learning, and scholarship, and dedicated to our diverse residential community and   

 extensive international engagements (Northern Lights College, “College    

 Governance”, 2007). 
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 Striking about the Northern Lights College mission, as compared to other higher 

education institutions, is to identify Northern Lights College not just as an institution of learning, 

but as a community to be engaged in discourse and action: 

Northern Lights strives to be a collaborative community that encourages curiosity and 

intellectual adventure of the highest quality. Faculty, staff, and students respect one 

another for the serious work and the playful humor we share, and we support each other 

in pursuing a healthy balance of mind, body, and spirit. Quiet reflection and lively 

engagement are valued as sources of self-understanding and renewal. Northern Lights 

honors thoughtful conversations about difficult questions as necessary for individual 

growth and community strength. The College works to embody the values of freedom of 

inquiry and expression and is vigilant in protecting these values within a culture of 

academic integrity, civil deliberation, and ethical action. Northern Lights aims to be 

welcoming and hospitable to its neighbors, guests, and the public, and a responsible 

steward of its resources (Northern Lights College, “College Governance”, 2007). 

Many of the buildings at Northern Lights College are original buildings from the 

establishment of the college.  The older buildings have their original names carved in stone 

above the doors.  At the same time, most of these buildings no longer house the departments for 

which the buildings were originally intended, so it is important to look for the official blue signs 

outside the entrance of each building to see its current name and what departments or units are 

there now.  I found this incredibly confusing and disorienting; I can only imagine how a first 

year student would find this experience.  Most of the students who go to Northern Lights are 

from out of state and a significant percentage have parents who are Northern Lights alums, so it 

is possible that the parents pass down information about the campus to them.  Alumni maintain 
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strong ties with Northern Lights College for generations; they believe in maintaining traditions 

and will donate significant funds to the school because of the deep experience they had as 

undergraduates.  In 2021, the Alumni Annual Fund raised over $9.5 million for the college from 

alumni (Northern Lights College, “Northern Lights at a Glance”, 2022). 

The Lord Library (“The Lord”).  The library at Northern Lights College was originally 

housed in Williams Hall.  Originally built in 1880-1881, Williams Hall was originally 

nicknamed “the Science Hall” because it housed the science classes and faculty (Connell & 

Matican, n.d.).  In 1887 the library moved to the Old Observatory (Northern Lights College, 

2021a).  In 1896 the Scoville Memorial Library was established (Northern Lights College, 

2021b), then a new campus library was established in 1956 (Northern Lights College, 2021c).  In 

1995, the campus library was named after Charles Everest Lord, a geologist who had served as 

faculty, then college president, from 1945-1962 (“Charles Everest Lord”, 2022).  Today a wax 

sculpture of Charles Everest Lord stands in a glass diorama on the first floor of the Lord Library, 

decorated with film posters and book covers depicting his Arctic explorations as a young 

geologist.   

“The Lord”, as the Northern Lights community calls the Lord Library, does not quite “fit 

in” with the campus aesthetic.  The building had several recent renovations.  First, it had a 

58,000 square foot expansion around the entire library (McGough, n.d.).  Second, it had a 

complete remodel of the academic support center as well as construction of two main floor 

gender neutral bathrooms (Terra Construction, 2022).  While the Lord is located far from the 

residence halls and houses, it is within a short walk to two academic buildings Leighton Hall for 

Chemistry and Laird Hall for English, the Center for Mathematics and Computing, and the 

Sayles-Hill Campus Center, which is the equivalent of a student union building that includes 
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campus services such as mail, food court, the Office of Health Promotion, and the college radio 

station. 

The mission of the Charles Everest Lord Library states that  

 [The Lord Library] fosters learning and inspires discovery by providing access   

 to welcoming spaces, diverse collections, and staff expertise (Northern Lights   

 College, “Library Mission, Northern Lights College, 2022). 

 Within its vision and values, the Lord Library identifies as “an active participant in the 

college’s mission to provide an exceptional undergraduate liberal arts education” (Northern 

Lights College, “Library Mission”, 2022).  The vision and values of the Lord include statements 

such as,  “We are committed to a culture of inclusiveness” and “We provide a welcoming 

environment” (Northern Lights College, “Library Mission”, 2022).   

The Gender and Sexuality Center (“The GSC”).  While most people would see the 

library as a required space, resource, and service on a college campus, LGBT resource centers 

remain recent services even for liberal arts colleges that consider themselves progressive.  A 

large, highly influential LGBTQ+ alumni group is responsible for petitioning the Northern 

Lights College administration to make improvements to the climate for LGBTQ+ students. 

 Decades prior to the establishment of the Gender and Sexuality Center, Northern Lights 

and neighboring college LGBTQ+ students formed the [Location redacted] Gay Liberation Front 

in 1972 (Northern Lights College, “Gender and Sexuality Center History”, 2022).  This 

organization addressed LGBTQ+ issues on both campuses as well as provided coming out 

support.  In 1992, LGBTQ+ alumni formed the Out After Northern Lights alumni group (OAN), 

and six years later held their first reunion.  In 1998, OAN met with current LGBTQ+ Northern 

Lights students, faculty, and staff and recorded that the campus climate was unwelcoming for 
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LGBTQ+ students (Northern Lights College, “Gender and Sexuality Center History”, 2022).  

OAN met with administration to discuss improvements.  As a result of that meeting, Northern 

Lights College hired its first LGBT student advisor in 1999, and established the Gender & 

Sexuality Center (GSC) in 2001.  The original GSC was housed in a building which had also 

housed Multicultural Student Services and TRIO.  Several years later, an emeriti Classics 

donated her house to Northern Lights College; in 2016.  This house became the new home of the 

GSC (Northern Lights College, “Gender and Sexuality Center History”, 2022).  

 The GSC is surrounded by student houses.  It sits in between a student house for 

LGBTQ+ students (originally established as the “Queers and Allies House” in 2004, it became 

“the QTBIPOC House” or “Queer and Trans People of Color House” in 2013) and a student 

house for students who identify as female (also known as “the Gender House” and originally 

established as “the Women’s Advocacy House” in 1999).  LGBTQ+ students live in both the 

QTBIPOC and Gender Houses.  These LGBTQ+-focused student houses existed prior to the 

establishment of the GSC.  

 Upon entering the GSC, I walked into a living room type setting that included couches, a 

coffee table, and one wall from ceiling to floor of books, known as the Gender & Sexuality 

Resource Center Library.  A Graduate Assistant works at the reception desk in the living room 

area to answer questions.  Gender & Sexuality Resource Center Library books are integrated into 

the Lord Library online catalog for ease of accessibility and convenience, as the Gender & 

Sexuality Resource Center staff do not maintain their own distinct catalog or circulation system.  

People can borrow the Gender & Sexuality Resource Center Library books directly from this 

location as the staff do have access to Lord Library circulation system to check materials in and 

out of the collection.  The GSC also is a long walk from the Lord.   The GSC does not have a 
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computer lab or residential facilities for students, but it does provide board games and a kitchen 

if staff or students want to make food for events or social gatherings.  The GSC also has a 

substantial “back yard” area where students can sit outside on lawn furniture, socialize, and play 

games if it is nice outside.  The backyard area is surrounded by hedges that offer some privacy as 

well.  In general, the GSC has a homey, inviting feel and one can easily relax and destress there.  

I was reminded a little bit of a summer camp house when I visited, back from the days when I 

worked as a camp counselor at the Pub Shop in Buck’s Rock, a summer camp for gifted and 

talented middle and high school students. 

 While Northern Lights College administration, staff, and alumni work hard to provide an 

LGBTQ+ inclusive, welcoming, friendly, and safe campus, Campus Pride Index gives Northern 

Lights College four out of five stars for its “institutional commitment to LGBTQ-inclusive 

policy, program and practice” (Campus Pride Index, 2022).  While Campus Pride Index gave 

Northern Lights College 5 out of 5 stars for its excellent LGBTQ+ housing and residence life, 

and received multiple positive reviews from student testimonials, Northern Lights scored low in 

LGBTQ+ Counseling and Health, LGBTQ+ Campus Safety, and LGBTQ+ Recruitment and 

Retention Efforts (Campus Pride Index, 2022).   

Population / Sample 

 From 2019-2022 I recruited LGBTQ+ Northern Lights College students using a variety 

of methods.  Before the pandemic, I was able to visit the Northern Lights campus during New 

Student Orientation, with the hopes of making more campus visits.  During that initial year, I 

visited the GSC during Rainbow Orientation prior to the start of the fall semester, and also 

visited the library.  Prior to my visit I had received permission from the campus administration, 

library administration, and the GSC director to post flyers in approved locations on campus, the 
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Lord, and the GSC.  Each semester I also was able to promote my study and recruit students 

through the GSC student newsletter.  Last but not least, during the pandemic which curtailed my 

campus visits, I worked with the GSC Director and the LGBTQ+ Northern Lights alumni group 

to recruit students through participation in a regular online book discussion group as well as 

through facilitating online workshops requested by students about improving and creating 

LGBTQ+ content in Wikipedia as well as LGBTQ+ terminology, gender, and pronouns in 

English, Spanish, French, and German.  Last but not least, the GSC Director substantially 

increased the number of research participants in my sample by making the research interviews a 

part of the GSC student employee paid orientation prior to their employment at the GSC.  Those 

student employees made up the majority of my research participants. 

Over fifty students attended the Rainbow Orientation at GSC, the day before classes 

would start. At least half of the students present were entering first year students, which means 

that, if Northern Lights enrolled approximately 500 first year students, between 5% - 10% of the 

Class of 2023 participated in the orientation.  This was the most well attended event taking place 

on campus the day before classes—few students were present elsewhere on campus when I had 

visited, except for the Lord Library.  From this event I had casual conversations with attendees to 

discuss their use of the GSC and the Lord.  I also recruited three official research participants 

from this event.  The remaining research participants were recruited from the online language 

workshops or the pool of new GSC student employees.   

Student Sample Demographics 

In total, I interviewed thirteen LGBTQ+ Northern Lights undergraduates for this study.  

All of the students were from out of state, the vast majority from major urban centers.  Of the 

thirteen students, only five identified as white, which is significant as the majority of studies 
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focused on undergraduate LGBTQ+ library or LGBT resource center usage focus on white 

students and white voices.  Of the eight BIPOC students, four identified as Latino / Latina / 

Latinx, two identified as Black, one identified as Indigenous, and one identified as biracial 

(Asian / white).  The majority of the participants of this study identified as female, lesbian, and / 

or non-binary AFAB (assigned female at birth).  Several of these students also used queer to 

describe themselves.  The two students who used he / him / his pronouns either identified as 

transmen or cisgender gay men.  One student who identified as AMAB (assigned male at birth) 

used they / them / their pronouns, identified as non-binary and had a female “Northern Lights” 

name and a legal male name.   

The thirteen students came from diverse majors.  Three identified as STEM majors 

(Chemistry, Math, and Environmental Studies).  The remaining students came from a wide 

variety of arts, humanities, or social sciences majors (English, Art History, Latin American 

Studies, Gender & Sexuality Studies, Linguistics, and Psychology).  This representation of 

majors among LGBTQ+ undergraduates aligns with studies of LGBTQ+ high school seniors and 

their academic interests (Campus Pride, 2021; Greathouse, 2019; Reidy, 2021; Weidner, 2017).  

Only one of the research participants identified as a first year student; one half of the sample 

identified as junior or senior students.   

Human Subjects Approval—Institutional Review Board 

 This research study was approved by the St Cloud State University Institutional Review 

Board.  It was also approved by the Northern Lights College’s administration, Division of 

Student Life, the Gender and Sexuality Center, and the Lord Library.  
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Limitations of the Study 

 The students interviewed for this study all attend one private residential liberal arts 

institution in an upper Midwestern state.  This particular institution has a library, an LGBT 

resource center, and a wide variety of identity centers and spaces for student support.  The 

experiences of students at other residential institutions may be different depending on the 

number and type of support centers available at those campuses, whether or not the school is 

secular, religious, or an HBCU, the state laws to which the institution must abide, and the 

influence of alumni, policies, and curricula that shape the culture of that institution. 

 To participate in this study, students had to have visited the library as well as the LGBT 

resource center at least once a semester in order to speak to their experience.  It would have been 

valuable to hear from LGBTQ+ students who chose not to visit the Gender and Sexuality Center 

or the Lord, to find out their perceptions of these spaces and resources and to learn where they 

went on campus for analogous types of support, and how their student experience was similar or 

different to those students who did use the GSC and Libe.  It is possible that fewer LGBTQ+ 

students at Northern Lights use the GSC and Libe than we are led to believe, especially since the 

majority of students in the study perceived the number of LGBTQ+ students at Northern Lights 

as very high.   

 I recruited students for the study through the GSC’s newsletter, social media, and posters 

in the GSC as well as the two houses for queer / QTBIPOC students.  I also recruited students for 

the study through events organized by the GSC.  While Libe administration allowed me to post 

some flyers in the Lord to promote my study and recruit students for interviews, I did not engage 

with Libe administration to do more.  While I posted flyers for my study in approved spaces 

where off campus entities could post flyers, I did not make relationships with other student 
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support entities on campus to recruit more students.  In hindsight, after learning from the 

students where they like to spend their time, I should have reached out to the administrators of 

those centers and departments and should have recruited students from those spaces as well.  The 

recruitment strategy I described in my IRB application did not allow for this expansion of 

recruitment, and perhaps I should have amended it so that I could branch out for more students. 

 The COVID-19 pandemic impacted my ability to build rapport with LGBTQ+ students at 

Northern Lights, as the GSC had been closed for more than one year and it took months before 

the GSC could have in person events at their space due to the size.  While students got to meet 

me through Zoom events, online and face to face interaction are very different experiences.  

Students who remembered me from the face to face events I attended had built more trust with 

me.  If I could go to Northern Lights more frequently to spend time on campus and create more 

opportunities to talk about my study face to face, I believe I would have had more participants 

for my study. 

An uneven distribution of subgroups within the LGBT population had occurred in my 

sample.  The majority of students who participated in the study identified as female, or indicated 

that they were assigned female at birth.  This may be because female students, or those assigned 

female at birth, may use the library more frequently than others, may be more likely to be out on 

their campuses, or may simply be more numerous.  As I struggled to recruit students for my 

study during the pandemic, the GSC Director allowed me to interview the GSC student 

employees as part of their paid orientation hours.  GSC student employees would have a different 

relationship with the GSC than those students not paid by the center, and so may have felt feel 

pressure not to speak badly about their employer, or may have used the interview opportunity to 

promote GSC resources and activities.  I had met two LGBTQ+ Libe student employees during 
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the GSC Orientation, but they chose not to participate in the study.  In hindsight, knowing that a 

significant number of students in this study worked for the GSC, I should have reached out to the 

Lord to recruit LGBTQ+ library student employees to serve as a balance.   

While the experience of Northern Lights students may be similar to students at other 

residential institutions, the student experience of living on campus impacts identity development 

differently than commuting to classes.  These residential students’ experiences may or may not 

be representative of LGBT undergraduates who commute to school, let alone LGBT 

undergraduates in other parts of the United States.  For all of these reasons I needed to be careful 

not to jump to broad generalizations after analyzing the data.  From what I have observed, 

recorded, and analyzed, I can only speak to the local reality, and stress that their experience may 

mirror those of LGBT undergraduates at other schools in other states.  

 While some qualitative researchers believe that a defined number of interviews establish 

validity, others state that validity is established once data saturation is reached.  Data saturation 

means that, once researchers can no longer acquire new information from sampling and 

analyzing more data, or if similar themes appear repeatedly in the data, they may stop 

interviewing participants (Gut Feelings in General Practice, 2013).  According to Fusch and 

Ness, “there is no one size fits all method to reach data saturation” (2015, p. 1409).  I sought 

research participants from a small yet hyperdiverse self-identified population from one small 

residential campus.  What all of the students had in common was that they each self-identified 

with at least one LGBTIQ+ identity, they all had lived on the Northern Lights College campus 

for at least one year, they were all from out of state, they all had used the library at least once a 

semester, and they all frequented the Gender and Sexuality Center at least once a semester.  As 

all student participants in this study shared those identities and experiences in common, and all 
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student participants would respond to a common set of semi-structured interview questions, data 

saturation was reached at the completion of my seventeenth student interview.  

 Thematic analysis has also received some criticism from the qualitative researchers who 

regularly use it (Boyatzis, 1998; Braun & Clarke, 2006; Javadi & Zarea, 2016).  Researchers 

using thematic analysis run the risk of allowing personal biases rather than the theory, previous 

research, or the data itself to drive the analysis (Boyatzis, 1998; Braun & Clarke, 2006; Javadi & 

Zarea, 2016).  While there is a small possibility that using the MIoSG model may introduce a 

bias from previous research into the analysis, this structure assisted me in the interpretation of 

the data while reducing any personal biases that I may have.  The research questions and data 

yielded a broad spectrum of coherent themes.  Each student talked about a common experience--

using their academic library and navigating the higher education environment—while their 

distinct background, skill set, set of values, and sense of self impacted their stories and added to 

the richness of the data and variety of themes.  I have provided two examples of student 

interviews, and the list of codes and themes from these interviews, in the Appendix. 

Summary 

This study captured the perceptions, usage, and impact of academic libraries on LGBT 

undergraduates from semi-structured interviews.  I employed thematic analysis, a qualitative 

research method, to identify and examine themes, as well as implicit and explicit ideas, within 

the data that I collected.  Thematic analysis allowed me to transform abstract concepts or 

observations into potentially measurable standards.  The conceptual framework for the study is 

Vaccaro, Russell, and Koob’s (2015) emergent “Minoritized Identities of Sexuality and Gender 

(MIoSG) Students and Context Model.”  It is the first ecological systems theory specific to 

LGBT undergraduates that is a hybrid of Bronfenbrenner’s ecological human development 
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model and D’Augelli’s lesbian gay bisexual lifespan development model. The study empowered 

current traditional LGBT undergraduates to share their experiences in academic library spaces.  

They will verbalize how making use of the academic library space has helped them.  During their 

interviews, they differentiated between use and benefits of academic library space, those of an 

LGBT resource center should it exist on their campus, and other spaces they may consider safe 

on their campuses.  
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Chapter 4: Results 

 Through visits to my research site and interviews with the LGBT resource center director, 

librarians, and students, I sought answers to the following questions: 

• How do lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender (LGBT) undergraduates identify and 

assess safe space? 

• What internal and environmental factors influence LGBT undergraduate perception 

of academic library spaces? 

• How do LGBT undergraduates perceive, use and value their academic libraries? 

• How does use of the academic library affect LGBT undergraduate identity 

development, adaptation to the higher education environment, and resilience? 

• How does presence of a campus LGBT resource center impact LGBT undergraduate 

use and perception of academic library spaces? 

In this chapter, I address these questions one by one based on my research data. First, I 

describe the research site and its influence on the demographics of my research sample.  Next, I 

illustrate the most significant, and unexpected, findings of this study—how racial identity plays a 

role in perception of safe spaces at a predominantly white institution, and how racial identity 

impacts which campus spaces, resources, and services LGBT students employ.  Finally, the 

COVID 19 pandemic also affected the means in which students found safe spaces on campus, 

and if and how they used the LGBT resource center, the library, and other places, resources, and 

services on campus. 

Northern Lights College Student Recruitment, Identity, and Adaptation to Campus 

On their website, Northern Lights College characterizes its students as “curious” 

(Northern Lights College, 2021).  A former student body president describes Northern Lights 
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students as “Inclusive, respectful, eclectic, and slightly idiosyncratic people who didn’t 

necessarily click in high school…There is a niche for everyone, and the most wonderful thing is 

to meet people who combine very different social circles and activities” (StudentSpeak, n.d.).  

An alumna who graduated in the same class as the student body president described Northern 

Lights students as engaged and passionate about many things, which could be intimidating on 

one hand but motivates peers to explore new things and develop different interests (Northern 

Lights College, 2016).   

Student Participant Demographics 

 As a whole, Northern Lights students come from all fifty states and represent a broad 

range of identities and interests.  I interviewed thirteen Northern Lights undergraduates for this 

study.  These research participants make up a diverse sample of Northern Lights undergraduates. 

Resident / non-resident status of research participants 

Figure 3 

Resident / Non-resident Status of Research Participants 

  

Note. Twelve out of thirteen participants interviewed for this study came from out of state, and of 

the twelve, nine represented urban, diverse communities.   

In State Out of State

      Urban Locations: 

• Chicago, IL 

• Houston, TX 

• Los Angeles, CA 

• Miami, FL 

• New York City, 

NY 

• Philadelphia, PA 

• San Diego, CA 
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Racial demographics of research participants 

Figure 4 

Racial Demographics of Research Participants 

  

Note. The majority of research participants in this study identified as Black, Latinx, Indigenous, 

or biracial; these students collectively identify as “BIPOC”.  Of the BIPOC students, the largest 

group identified as Latinx. 

Gender identity of research participants 

Figure 5 

Gender Identity Demographics of Research Participants 
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Note. Participants represented multiple gender identities.  Participants who used one or more of 

the terms “transgender”, “non-binary”, or “queer” to describe their gender are “not cisgender”.  

Sexual orientation of research participants  

Figure 6 

Sexual Orientation of Research Participants 

 

Note. Eleven out of thirteen of the research participants identified as “assigned female at birth”, 

or AFAB.  Of those AFAB students, the majority identified as lesbian.  Participants who used the 

term “queer” to describe themselves used this term interchangeably to identify their sexual 

orientation as well as their gender identity. 
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Pronoun usage of research participants 

Figure 7 

Pronoun Usage of Research Participants 

 

Note. Eleven out of thirteen of the research participants identified as AFAB.  Of those eleven, 

seven used “she / her / hers” pronouns and four used “they / them / theirs” pronouns. 

Figure 8 

Majors of Research Participants 

 

Note. Participants had selected different majors, displaying varied interests and passions.   

Social Science Majors: Psychology, American Studies, Latin American Studies, Gender Studies 

Humanities Majors: English, Art History, Film and Theater 
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STEM Majors: Environmental Studies, Chemistry, Math 

Undecided: Considering Physics, American Studies, and Art History Majors 

Several students self-identified as “outlier”, “weirdo”, or “not always fitting in.”  At the same 

time, several students recognized a community spirit at Northern Lights, and selected the college 

because of it.  The majority of these students who felt at home right away at Northern Lights 

identified as white.  Senior student Robin felt at home at Northern Lights right away: 

 I am a senior, a Psychology major.  This is my fourth year and I’m still living on  

 campus…I decided to go to [Northern Lights] because I was coming to terms with  

 my sexuality and gender identity.  I was trying and wanted to figure all of this out   

 away from home.  I wanted to go to a small liberal arts college way from home.    

 And so I was just like, looking at different colleges.  This one was my favorite.  I   

 feel like I went to summer camp.  The people were just really friendly and the   

 campus was beautiful…like all the resources impressed me…but what I liked the   

 most was the environment, and the campus culture was more like, we’re going to   

 help each other, as opposed to other competitive schools.  At other competitive   

 schools, it’s like we’re going to stab each other in the back to get ahead.     

 [Northern Lights] was more of a collaborative environment.  (Robin) 

 Linda also easily integrated into the community she perceived that existed at Northern 

Lights: 

 I am a senior, a linguistics major, and one of the reasons that I chose to go to   

 [Northern Lights] was just because, like, it felt that there was sort of like a sense   

 of community, even though, like, as a new student, I didn’t know anyone.  I still   

 felt that sense of connection towards people because everyone was just so willing   
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 to be helpful or say hi, or like offices were always eager to help out with whatever  

 needs students had.  So I just felt like it was sort of a place where I could, you   

 know, if I ever really needed something from an office or another student like   

 there wouldn’t be a question about it and like I would receive that help.  (Linda) 

 Elizabeth, the student in the sample having traveled farthest from home to attend college, 

voiced a sense of welcome and support in this unfamiliar environment: 

One of the main things is that I…thought that the Community had this unique sense of, 

like, welcoming newness.  Everything that I had heard from people who I talked to said 

that it [Northern Lights] was both academically rigorous, but the students all support each 

other, so it wasn’t as competitive as some other schools which I really liked, and I also 

wanted to go somewhere very different from home, which for me is in San Diego. So 

year, I wanted to try something different, and I felt like [Northern Lights] would both 

make me feel at home, but also outside of my comfort zone in some ways. (Elizabeth) 

 Several of the students directly expressed issues with homesickness during their first 

year.  BIPOC students from urban areas were most likely to express feelings of homesickness. 

Olivia, a Black student from New York City, struggled with the darkness and unfamiliarity of the 

environment:   

 When I first got there [Northern Lights] I definitely struggled with homesickness.   

 It was very, very different.  Being from New York City, then going to [Location   

 redacted], I just wanted to go home.  It was so dark at night.  That was my biggest  

 challenge my first year.  To find the comforts of home. (Olivia) 

 Ana, a Latinx student from Chicago, felt trapped and isolated as she did not have the 

freedom of movement that she had back home: 
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 Yeah, so at [Northern Lights] I was just really stressed all the time…I was also   

 like homesick.  I had never been in such a small town where I couldn’t take the   

 train or public transportation like I was used to.  Instantly I was depressed.  It   

 didn’t help with exploring the new town or like finding things to do. (Ana) 

 BIPOC students from urban areas or different geographical areas of the United States 

faced more challenges acclimating to the rural upper Midwestern culture and campus climate 

than white students, particularly if one of the reasons they went to Northern Lights was to 

explore their sexual orientation or gender identity.  South Florida student Chi Cha wanted a 

change of environment for college to explore their queer identity in a less conservative 

environment.  While a scholarship program gave them the opportunity to attend Northern Lights 

to achieve their goals, Chi Cha did not anticipate the lack of diversity in this small town, as well 

as the lack of sunshine, and having to deal with things on their own: 

So, a bit about myself.  I’m a senior at [Northern Lights], a Chemistry major…the reason 

I went to [Northern Lights] was because I’m from South Florida.  And as such, it’s hot 

and generally like a bit more conservative.  Then like me being queer, I had a lot of issues 

in Florida.  I wanted a change of pace and I applied to [Northern Lights] through Quest 

Bridge.  They provided me a great opportunity to get a scholarship to go here.  It was 

tough transitioning.  I’m coming from a very multicultural place in South Florida.  I was 

raised in a multicultural household and then coming to a primarily white school… it was 

shocking to say the least.  I mean, along with the  seasonal depression, because 

Sunshine State versus midwinter in [Location redacted]…they are two very different 

things.  So the transition from being in Florida to being here was probably like the 

biggest challenge, along with a whole bunch of cultural things, like being raised not to 
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ask for help…I guess in [Northern Lights] the rigor demands that you ask for help 

sometimes, which I am still getting used to. (Chi Cha) 

 Indigiqueer student Yaira struggled with similar culture shock issues as Chi Cha, in 

addition to having a difficult time finding other indigenous people on campus:  

…I think most students of color would say their biggest challenge coming to [Northern 

Lights] is culture shock.  Where I’m from in Houston my school was like 98% people of 

color so coming here it’s like…there isn’t a lot of people like me.  In Houston I was kind 

of always surrounded by my community, and here, I was like, lol, there’s no Indigenous 

people here.  Eventually, I found everybody else.  We have the Indigenous Peoples’ 

Alliance.  But I would say yeah, culture shock was my biggest challenge, and trying to 

find communities of color here.  Right now my whole house is women of color, so that’s 

really nice.  I’m also first gen, like one of the first in my family to go to college, so I had 

no idea about registering for  classes, how to pay tuition, what loans were, so um, yeah, 

just adjusting to that too.  (Yaira) 

 In addition to experiencing challenges adjusting to campus due to differences in culture, 

climate, and representation of different racial and ethnic groups, Al also struggled with being a 

new student and just beginning his transition, even though his goal was also to attend college far 

from home to come to terms with his transgender identity: 

I think the biggest personal challenge was just fitting in…I literally felt like a very 

 awkward ugly duckling coming from Texas, being Black, and also feeling  comfortable in 

my body so like that’s why transitioning was so important at that time.  It was very 

 difficult like, adjusting to being with new people but also like not feeling comfortable the 

 first three months…I literally hated being around people.  I didn’t like being around cis 
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 men, I didn’t like being around cis women.  So I just felt very, very depressed my first 

 year. And like overall I just did not want to leave my room…it was such a big barrier in 

 my life that I didn’t know how to overcome that until I stared testosterone and then until 

 like I started doing therapy I really felt like I had not just confidence but like, the personal 

 self-esteem to go out and make friends, and talk to people, and not really worry about 

 what I looked like or how I sound.  (Al) 

 Latinx student Manny from Los Angeles, upon arrival at Northern Lights, became acutely 

aware of the racial and class divides between himself as a first generation queer Latinx student 

and the predominantly white student population.  While he is from a part of the United States 

known for LGBTQ+ acceptance, he did not know much about LGBTQ+ identities until he was 

immersed into LGBTQ+ cultures at Northern Lights.  He struggled with imposter syndrome in 

his first year: 

I come from first generation low-income queer students.  I’m the oldest in my family, so 

it was a very big jump from the pretty impoverished neighborhoods that I came from [in 

Los Angeles] to like this pretty predominantly white and wealthy [Location redacted] and 

[Northern Lights] campus where a lot of my  peers and classmates have family incomes 

that I don’t think my family will ever reach in their lifetime.  And so [for me] there was 

like, the usual imposter syndrome but also, even though I grew up in LA County, I grew 

up in a  community that was predominantly Catholic, so I wasn’t really allowed to have 

any experience of queerness, or exploring that.  At age 15 I was outed as gay back then, 

but then I still didn’t have any experiences in that sense.  Like I was like, okay, I’m gay.  

Cool.  But then where was that crowd?  Only here was I introduced to the word queer; I 

was introduced to being trans non-binary.  And so within literally the first, the last two 
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years, being at [Northern Lights], on top of  the economic and social stress of being the 

student that I am, I was also figuring  myself  out…(Manny) 

 Latinx student Linda from Chicago, like Manny and Yaira, struggled to adapt to the 

Northern Lights environment as she did not know how to connect with the LGBTQ+ students 

and could not find urban, first generation, Latinx students like herself at first: 

One of my biggest challenges was…the social challenge…sort of like I’m finding  a 

group of not only a group of friends, but also finding a group within campus that  I felt 

comfortable being in.  I think one of my biggest concerns was…learning how to become 

a part of…the LGBTQIA community.  Because…in high  school—there weren’t really 

many resources or clubs or organizations that focused or were focused on those groups of 

students.  So coming to [Northern Lights], I really had no idea how to start or like how to 

connect.  And it was scary because it was just like all these upperclass men who have 

been in these  communities and groups for a while.  So it just felt kind of scary 

integrating into it, especially as a first year.  I felt I was very isolated from…the outside 

world in a way, because [Northern Lights] itself feels like a little bubble…its own little 

place away from society. So being at [Northern Lights] was like having the feeling of that 

bubble and then like being even further removed from the bigger city [Chicago] or like 

having many interactions.  It just felt like I was really removed from all of that.  (Linda 

 Historically, Northern Lights College has taken a proactive stance in enrolling students 

from out of state, including international students.  Since the late nineteenth century, Northern 

Lights College had established relationships with Japan to enroll students from that country, and 

during World War Two accepted Japanese American students to continue their education and 

escape the internment camps (Northern Lights College, 2021c).  Today, Northern Lights College 
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students come from all 50 states and 35 countries.  The majority graduated in the top 10% of 

their high school class.  Eighty-four percent of Northern Lights students come from out of state, 

one third identify as people of color, and 13% are first generation students (Northern Lights 

College, 2022).  Northern Lights College maintains data on out of state enrollments (Northern 

Lights College, “Student Recruitment and Enrollment”, n.d.) and the enrollment of students of 

color; historically enrollments of students in these demographic categories have been increasing 

(Northern Lights College, “Racial/Ethnic Distribution of the Fall First Time First Year Class”, 

n.d.).  Generous scholarship programs are the main driver for urban BIPOC students to attend 

Northern Lights.  While Northern Lights takes pride in increasing its diverse student enrollment, 

BIPOC students from across the United States who arrive at Northern Lights College are not 

prepared for the culture shock that they will experience.   

 Northern Lights does not capture the number of students who identify as lesbian, gay, 

bisexual, or transgender / gender non-binary / agender.  This affects how institutional 

representatives count students by gender who enroll at their institution.  I was surprised at how 

many students at the Rainbow Orientation used “they / them” pronouns and identified as non-

binary or transgender—approximately half of the students who participated in the orientation.  

Northern Lights also does not count the number of students who select Northern Lights for their 

college experience to help them come to terms with their sexual orientation or gender identity.  

Robin is an example of a student who chose Northern Lights for that reason.  When they arrived 

at Northern Lights, they were questioning their gender identity and selected Northern Lights to 

help them explore their identity among people with no connection to her small town in the same 

state: 
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…Freshman year I was like questioning my gender identity when I came to [Northern 

Lights].  At first I thought I was a woman because people expected me to be one.  And 

then I got to cross.  And I was like, Wait, hold up.  Like that doesn’t check out, that’s not 

who I am.  And…I did a lot of self-exploration to figure out what I actually am do that 

was a lot.  I’m also coming into this school knowing zero people.  So I had to like sort of 

build like a friendship network for myself….I actually am from the state.  Most of my 

friends are from out of state, and it sort of gave me like a freedom to explore what I was 

without the judgement of my parents…I do come from a pretty conservative community.  

And that’s a big part of why I didn’t really explore things in high school.  It was like, this 

[LGBTQ+ identity] is weird.  This [LGBTQ+ identity] is not accepted in my community.  

And then getting here I was able to try on different things and choose a new [identity], 

and then I told my family about it once I’d gone through that process of like finding a 

new name.  So that was really nice.  I know lots of my other friends have really 

appreciated like not having their parents around for stuff like that. (Robin) 

 In short, first generation BIPOC LGBTQ+ students from urban environments attend 

Northern Lights not only to explore their sexual orientation and gender identity, but for the 

practical reason of earning a generous scholarship to attend a prestigious college.  They had no 

preparation for the culture shock, lack of diversity, or change in climate that they experienced at 

Northern Lights, let alone the traditional college culture.  For these reasons, they face more 

challenges in adapting to the environment at Northern Lights than white LGBTQ+ students.   

Racial Identity of LGBT Undergraduates 

  The majority of students that I interviewed for this study identified as Black, Indigenous, 

or Latinx.  During the interviews, these students identified collectively as Black, Indigenous, and 
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People of Color, or BIPOC.  For this reason, I will refer to this group of students collectively as 

BIPOC students, or LGBTQ+ BIPOC students. 

 BIPOC students often experience higher levels of stress on campus than white students 

due to struggles in adapting to college and overperformance of emotional labor (Green, 2015; 

Griffith et al., 2019).  LGBTQ+ BIPOC undergraduates, in general, face multiple challenges in 

finding safe space on college campuses (Boonazier & Mhkize, 2018; Bowman, 2021; Cisneros, 

2019; de la Cruz et al, 2022; Green, 2015; Najera, 2020).  They often feel that they must choose 

a primary identity, which will influence where they will spend time on campus and whom they 

will seek out as peers and mentors (Boonazier & Mhkize, 2018; Bowman, 2021; Cisneros, 2019; 

de la Cruz et al, 2022; Green, 2015).  In some situations, LGBTQ+ BIPOC students may live in a 

double closet, as they will not reveal their whole authentic selves to people in white spaces, and 

they will be less likely to identify as LGBTQ+ in BIPOC spaces (Boonazier & Mhkize, 2018; 

Bowman, 2021; Cisneros, 2019; de la Cruz et al, 2022; Green, 2015; Najera, 2020).   

To ensure that LGBTQ+ BIPOC students had at least one safe space on campus to be 

their authentic selves, Northern Lights College established the QTBIPOC House for those 

students who wished to live with peers who shared similar identities as themselves.  Not all 

LGBTQ+ BIPOC students interviewed in this study chose to live in the QTBIPOC house.  Some 

wished to live closer to the buildings where they spent the most time during the day, and some 

chose to live with friends or significant others who may have shared common interests but may 

not have shared an LGBTQ+ BIPOC identity. 

Ecological Maps and Effect of Racial Identity on Meaning Making 

 While interviewing each student, I drew a “map” based on Vaccaro, Russell, and Koob’s 

“Minoritized Identities of Sexuality and Gender (MIoSG) Students and Context Model”.  In the 
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Appendix, I have provided two examples of the student ecological maps.  Unlike geographical 

maps that show physical locations of places, the MIoSG Students and Contexts Model seeks to 

show how an individual is connected to and connects with different environments and contexts 

that build their self.  The MIoSG Students and Contexts Model also shows what environments 

and contexts may have the most influence on an individual’s self and their meaning making. 

 Unlike an academic study of space, place, and how it could potentially impact an 

individual, undergraduates are not likely to speak in depth to how sociopolitical contexts or time 

contexts could impact their positionality on campus.  If students did speak about history, it was 

much more a personal history about their childhood, upbringing in a particular community, 

adolescence, and early experiences with libraries, which Vaccaro, Russell, and Koob would 

identify as “the homeplace context”.  BIPOC students, on the other hand, were more likely to 

speak to how sociopolitical contexts such as the history and impact of colonialism on culture and 

identity impacted them as students in a predominantly white space.   

 In general, BIPOC students were much more aware of their positionality on campus, the 

space they occupied in it, and how that impacted their ability to adapt to campus environments 

such as the library or the LGBT resource center.  Whether they felt comfortable, and if they 

perceived that they would make others feel comfortable or not in a space, impacted where they 

would spend time in institutional campus spaces.  BIPOC students were much more likely to 

speak to being alone, being on the periphery, and having to find “their people”.   

Unlike white students, whose homeplace context, institutional context, and self seemed in 

alignment, BIPOC students noted how their homeplace context was very different, and 

sometimes in conflict with, the institutional context.  For this reason, white students felt fully 

immersed in the campus experience, as students as well as LGBTQ+ individuals.  BIPOC 
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students, on the other hand, had to adapt to different levels of campus experience, as well as new 

ways of learning and interpreting identity, before they could fully feel immersed in the campus 

experience as students as well as LGBTQ+ individuals.   

 BIPOC students who adjusted to the institutional campus context did not stop there and 

say that they accepted what Northern Lights had to provide for them as the white students would.  

They had the strongest critiques of institutional spaces such as the Lord Library or the Gender 

and Sexuality Center, and either sought out or constructed queer BIPOC spaces of their own 

design.  BIPOC students, unlike white students, took notice of how spaces welcomed, included, 

or represented them, or not.    

How LGBT Undergraduates Identify and Assess Safe Space 

 Through the ecological maps and interviews, I discovered some common themes in how 

undergraduates identify and assess safe space.  When asked why they selected Northern Lights 

over other schools, several students stated that they felt a “community” feel to the school.  Those 

who identified the “community” feel from peers, faculty, and staff offices noted that the people 

who occupied the space at Northern Lights “were there to help”.  From the very beginning, those 

students to observed and perceived a supportive climate from their first day on campus began to 

feel safe, and began to acclimate, in most spaces on campus.   

LGBTQ+ students define safe space for themselves when they are able to exist in a space 

that does not contradict or conflict with their sexual orientation, gender identity, or gender 

expression.  The more control that students exert in regulating who can come into that space, the 

safer they feel.  Residential students on a college campus, however, have little control over who 

will live in their residence halls or with them in a shared room, who will attend classes with 

them, who will eat in the dining halls with them.  They also will have no control over who enters 
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and frequents library spaces, and for that matter no control who will enter the LGBT resource 

center.  For these reasons, LGBTQ+ students—especially LGBTQ+ students of color--will 

construct their own safe spaces outside of those formal, official spaces on campus designed for 

all students to use.    

Through the interviews with LGBTQ+ undergraduates at Northern Lights College, I 

discovered that white and BIPOC student had different criteria for safe spaces. 

Figure 9 

Criteria for Safe Spaces: Themes Generated from White and BIPOC Students. 

  

White LGBTQ+ students felt safer and more integrated in all campus spaces than LGBTQ+ 

students of color.  They were more likely to find others like themselves in all of their classes, 

student organizations, the library, and other campus spaces, groups, and events.  The comment 

“this is a very queer school” arose quite frequently from the white LGBTQ+ students, especially 

if they had started their Northern Lights education prior to the pandemic.  They never cited 

institutional policies, mission or vision for this feeling of safety, but rather noted the company of 

similar peers or the opportunity to be left alone when necessary, in their definition of safe space.  

White senior student Renee emphatically identified the library and Northern Lights as a whole as 

safe and queer accepting:  
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I would definitely consider the library a safe space because of the atmosphere and   

 students in it, just because you feel like [Northern Lights] in general is a very   

 queer accepting school and everyone uses the libraries, I feel like it’s kind of a   

 representative.  It’s not like a certain sports team…everyone uses the library so   

 like there’s a space and [the Lord] is for everyone to use, with the different levels   

 of quiet. (Renee) 

White student Jennifer felt safe at the library because of everyone who spent time there 

engaged in the common goals of studying and doing homework: 

I do like the library.  It’s good when I need to study…I like to study with friends   

 and have somebody with me who is also doing work, because then it’s easier to   

 keep my brain on things.  Like that kind of passive encouragement… (Jennifer) 

White student Beth identified the library as a safe space because she took advantage of 

opportunities to become acquainted with the resources, services, and spaces there: 

…I first met the [library] staff, I guess, at the very beginning of my first week here last 

year.  There was sort of a “Welcome to the Library Session” that I went to, where they 

sort of introduce themselves and make sure that you all are acquainted with who’s who in 

the library and where to go for what, and that sort of made it easy for me to then know 

where to go to ask for help.  When I was looking for reference books for projects, I was 

able to then go ask how to like, move the fancy bookshelves, and things like that I hadn’t 

done before. There are also times where some of my professors would have librarians 

come into our class for a guest library lecture…they would talk about specifically where 

to find books that would be related to our class in the library, and then give us a card for 

us to contact them specifically since they would know more about our topic.  I definitely 
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would ask the librarians for help finding books on LGBTQ+ topics too.  Especially for 

class.  I probably would go both to [the Lord] and the GSC’s own personal library and 

see sort of, if there is anything that I can pick apart from there since it’s more condensed.  

The GSC is a more accessible space, but I would definitely feel comfortable going and 

getting more information from the larger library and asking for help to do so at the same 

time. (Beth) 

Those white LGBTQ+ students who started their Northern Lights education during the 

pandemic felt more isolated due to not being able to visit all physical spaces on campus right 

away, or not feeling safe to do so due to possible COVID-19 contagion.  They were less likely to 

express the deep sense of belonging and “mattering” that those white LGBTQ+ students who 

started college before the pandemic had expressed. 

In regard to the physical library space, white LGBTQ+ students were more likely to 

express a high comfort level in the library space and feelings of safety there than LGBTQ+ 

students of color.  This was especially the case for female identified white LGBTQ+ students 

who identified as readers and lifelong library users.  Unlike other students of this age group who 

express feelings of overwhelming library anxiety when faced with so many shelves of books, 

these students were more likely to spend study time and relaxing time immersed among the 

stacks of books in their favorite subject areas rather than in more public formally designed study 

areas.  White student Jennifer speaks in detail about her high comfort level in the library, as 

demonstrated by her choice of study location and self-directed searches for books in an isolated 

part of the collection: 

Yeah, fourth floor is pretty good, but then there are the carrels on the third floor that I 

sometimes like to study in if it’s a little bit quiet.  I sort of figured them out, either winter 
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of 2020 or fall of 2020.  It’s just a little bit quieter.  I like the carrels that are right near the 

art history section…there’s this row of windows that kind of look out onto this space of 

trees between it and what may be the English building…I like to go through the stacks of 

the art history section and try to find the oldest books that I can…just like a little fun 

game.  I think I found one from the 1870s or 1880s, like that’s my record I guess.  But I 

just like looking at the old  books and…it’s fun. And I just think they’re neat. 

(Jennifer) 

The Northern Lights College students identified the following conditions that would 

make a space “safe” for them: 

 Representation.  BIPOC students were more likely than white students to note that all of 

the library staff they saw at the Lord were white.  The majority of the BIPOC students spent 

more time at the Office of Intercultural Life, the QT BIPOC House, or the Sayles Center because 

they saw peers and employees who were also BIPOC in those spaces.  Some of the BIPOC 

students interviewed in this study are truly minorities at Northern Lights, and may see very little 

representation of themselves on campus.  Indigiqueer student Yaira frequents the Office of 

Intercultural Life (OIL) and the Math Skills Center most often to study due to her peers 

frequenting those spaces to achieve common goals, and more recently the Gender and Sexuality 

Center (GSC) due to food incentives: 

 My favorite place on campus--I would say Sayles, more specifically the OIL   

 office.  I go to the OIL office (Office of Intercultural Life) to study.  They have   

 study rooms in there and it’s really nice, also a lot of people that I know go there,   

 so a lot of people from the communities of color are there.  So that’s one place.  I   

 also like going to the Math Skills Center because I’m a math major, but mostly   
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 it’s just a place for me to be after class to study or to hang out with my senior   

 comps group mates.  I even just read there and do most of my math homework   

 there.  I also enjoy being at my place.  I live in a town house, and I live with my   

 closest friends from college so that’s really nice.  Recently the GSC as well…it’s   

 just so cute…they have snacks and drinks, and I just think it’s a good place to   

 study.  I’ve done a lot of reading there.  Yeah, I would say, those are my favorite   

 places to study wise and hang out with friends wise.  (Yaira) 

 Latinx student Manny’s favorite spaces on campus correlate with his need for 

socialization with peers from the Latinx community and free food and beverages, as well as 

spaces that accommodate his study schedule:  

 My favorite places would definitely be the Sayles Café, and I really like just   

 going to the classrooms after hours.  I also really like the Gender and Sexuality   

 Center late at night because they have an espresso machine.  There’s the Latinx   

 Cultural Center and house that I really like.  I go there because it just reminds me   

 of home…I like most of the campus but these are the spaces where I tend to be   

 like, seen.  (Manny) 

 Yaira, like Manny, values campus spaces where she can be “seen” and have advocates to 

help first generation students navigate unfamiliar institutional processes: 

 [The OIL Office Director] Risa was a huge resource, because she connected me   

 with other students.  And she also was my spokesperson in a sense, because I   

 didn’t know how to write like emails to administration, emails like financial aid.  I  

 didn’t know how to do that, I don’t know how to be professional, so she would be  

 the communicator and she’s also one of…I think she was one of three people on   
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 campus who knew about DACA students, and so she was also able to help us   

 personally with that as well.  (Yaira) 

 For white LGBTQ+ students interviewed for this study, those who started school before 

the pandemic felt comfortable in just about every space on campus because they encountered 

LGBTQ+ peers in every class, social group, and sports teams on campus.  Because of this, they 

were less likely than BIPOC students to state that they had no representation on campus. 

 Inclusion.  All of the students interviewed in this survey stated that they felt safe 

wherever there was clear messaging to them that LGBTQ+ students and needs were recognized 

in that space.  One non-binary BIPOC student said the following: 

 It’s just very comforting to like see pride flags, you know, to see that kind of very   

 visible representation of like this part of my identity that is important to me. And   

 it feels very different from the rest of campus.  It feels different because it is a   

 queer oriented space.  My default when it comes to space is assuming like the   

 majority of spaces are straight white male cisgender spaces…so it’s very    

 comforting when a space is like, Nope, I am not.  (Chi Cha) 

According to most of the students, the Lord needs to do more to promote LGBTQ+ 

resources that it has in the collection.  They suggested that this promotion could come from Pride 

displays, brochures or other advertisements, integrating LGBTQ+ books in other book displays, 

and providing clearer signage and pathfinders to the LGBTQ+ resources in the Lord.  Students 

who started college during the pandemic struggled to find LGBTQ+ peers and faculty in online 

spaces or spaces newly opened to them once pandemic restrictions eased on campus, and the 

Lord could have filled this gap somehow.  Latinx student Linda suggested how the Lord could 
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improve in its promotion of LGBTQ+ resources and thus demonstrate that they are LGBTQ+-

welcoming and inclusive: 

…We have librarians that have different types of expertise on campus.  So I definitely 

feel like there should be a librarian or two that could have more knowledge over the 

LGBTQ section of the library or like the LGBTQ academic resources...I feel like that 

would be very useful or like they do spotlights of the LGBTQ books on different themes 

at the entrance of the library or I guess like just advertising more the fact that they 

actually do have those resources available.  Just because we do have a Gender and 

Women’s Studies Department, but I feel like that’s a little bit different because those 

students already are aware that those resources are available. For like the bigger campus, 

I feel like it would be useful if the library advertises [its LGBTQ resources] a little bit 

more, or even if, like the GSC would be willing to partner with the library and just have 

like a person or a staff member there…like all the teaching assistants there for different 

courses…like the language assistants there for different language departments.  Maybe 

having someone from the GSC present in the library would be useful, or a little bit more 

comforting because that way we know there’s a person I can go to if I actually do need 

like help with the GSC stuff for like if I’m looking for a certain thing in that topic, to help 

me sort of find that.  I don’t really know if there even is a librarian who has that 

expertise, or if I am not very well versed on those resources.  (Linda) 

 Black transgender student Al believes that a designated LGBTQ+ librarian would help 

him and others feel more comfortable learning about LGBTQ+ topics or simply feeling more 

comfortable in the library space: 
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The whole librarian aspect would be so cool if there is somebody who is like an expert in 

that area as a librarian, because I don’t know anybody at our school library who’s like 

that.  And…Danny’s not a librarian, they’re the director of the GSC, that’s not the same 

thing to me…at [Northern Lights] there are some librarians who are only there for certain 

areas of study but otherwise it’s like we don’t have an LGBT librarian...it’s not 

something I’ve seen at [Northern Lights] at least since I’ve been here, and maybe in the 

past there were but it would be difficult to get that information from any of us because we 

don’t know anybody from the past…I don’t know anybody from the [Northern Lights] 

alumni…(Al) 

 Transgender students who wished to have their names changed on their student IDs, 

library cards, or other documents on campus perceived this process to be unwieldy and punitive.  

They wondered why their request could not be handled the same way as someone who had a 

name change due to marriage, or a name change for those who preferred to use a nickname or 

middle name as their first name.  They felt like they had to provide more information than 

necessary to justify and activate the name change, and that the process took much longer than 

necessary.  The transgender students wanted their name change requests to be treated like 

everyone else’s, and for the campus at large to receive more training on the policy and 

procedures around preferred names.  Robin related their experience in borrowing materials from 

the library, as their legal name and their “Northern Lights name” are different: 

 I’m creeped out…by any uncomfortable interactions at all…there’s been a couple   

 times when I’ve had some issues [in the Lord].  So I changed my name, but my   

 legal name is still in the system.  So like I’ll give them my ID with my chosen   

 name on it and then my library stuff will be under my legal name, and I’ll have to   
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 be like…I’m the same person.  Like, this is really me, please give me my book.    

 You just haven’t updated your system…you can update all that information and  

 it’s through the registrar, which I didn’t realize for like the first couple of months  

 after I changed my name…so you have to email the registrar and then they change  

 your name on there like official documentation, but they still keep your legal   

 name in there too.  But I guess they just did it as records started to say that   

 [Robin] is my preferred name.  And then like slowly, I saw other offices around   

 campus start because they pull lists from the registrar.  Then they would pull the  

 new list that would have my actual name on it, so slowly all the other people were  

 like oh, this is my name.  (Robin) 

 In short, seeing oneself in library resources, having a representative librarian, as well as 

being seen and understood, is key to LGBTQ+ students’ perception of library as safe space. 

 Amenities.  Students who had positive things to say about the Lord as a safe space noted 

that its bright lighting and clearly lit pathways made them feel physically safe on campus. Those 

who identified the Lord as a safe space also did so because it had a wide variety of physical 

space options with clearly labeled purposes.  None of the students reported fear or anxiety about 

walking around campus at night, or walking long distances across campus at night.  Clader 

House where the GSC is located is far away from the Lord, academic buildings, and most student 

housing.  Students gladly would walk to Clader House at night in the snow for free food and peer 

support, and voiced no anxiety about doing so.  It is possible that the students interviewed for 

this study felt no anxiety about walking on campus by themselves at night because the majority 

of them came from heavily populated urban areas where they may have encountered or been 

made aware of areas that would truly be unsafe.    
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 No questions asked. Students who had positive things to say about the Lord as a safe 

space stated that they could go to the Lord and choose spaces where they can be left alone with 

their thoughts.  These students appreciated being able to choose different spaces in the Lord 

according to their need, and they also appreciated that no one would ask why they were coming 

the Lord.  One student said the following: 

I definitely consider [the Lord] a safe space.  Not really sure how to describe why…it 

definitely has something to do with attracting people who are looking for the same sort of 

thing, and feelings.  And that it has a calming effect, being in a quiet space that allows 

you to process things at an easier, slower rate.  That makes it feel safe.  And I guess just 

knowing that all the people here are so nice, you know, that kind of makes it easy too.  

No one’s judging you for whatever you’re reading, if you decide to take a graphic novel 

instead of the largest book on the shelf.  There’s no judgement, which is really nice.  

(Beth) 

 Robin perceives the library as a safe space because everyone is allowed to “do their 

thing” without judgement, and those who are regular library users are recognized as such while 

being left alone to do their work: 

I would say [the Lord] is a pretty safe space.  For the most part people just kind of let you 

do your thing.  Like people are there to get work done, or to relax with the coloring books 

or to do whatever they are doing.  And sometimes I’ll run into friends and we’ll chat for a 

bit, but for the most part people just let you be how you are, let you do you.  I’ve never 

been harassed or anything in [the Lord] or anything like that—it was just like, oh, there’s 

[Robin].”  [Robin] 
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Those who identified the Lord as a safe space and a preferred space for them noted that they took 

naps in the Lord, which meant that they felt physically safe in the space as well as 

psychologically safe.  One student struggling with personal issues stated the following about the 

Lord: 

 In Fall 2020 I used [the Lord] bathrooms to cry a lot…I didn’t want anyone to   

 hear me cry.  The bathrooms on the fourth floor are…gender neutral and single   

 stall, and they’re kind of like prime real estate.  They’re also very good for crying   

 in…the little silly personal problems.  (Jennifer) 

The student who felt comfortable crying in the Lord bathroom identified as white and AFAB.  

Two of the male identified students of color were less likely to feel physically safe in the Lord.  

More research is needed as to whether or not male identified LGBTQ+ students of color feel less 

comfortable in academic libraries than other LGBTQ+ students, or if predominantly white 

library staff display any bias toward male students of color in general. 

Factors that Influence LGBT Undergraduate Perception of Academic Library Spaces  

Figure 10 

Internal and Environmental Factors that Influence LGBT Undergraduate Perception of 

Academic Library Spaces 
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White and BIPOC students interviewed for this study had varying perceptions of safety, 

belonging, and utility in the Lord.  These perceptions varied based on past experiences with 

libraries, feelings toward books, representation of racial and LGBTQ+ identities in the library, 

accessibility of resources and services, availability of free resources, whether or not the student 

perceived the library as useful to their major, and perception of space use monitoring and 

regulation.   

 Past experience with libraries.  Students who had the most positive experiences using 

public, school, and academic libraries had the most positive perceptions of safety, belonging, and 

utility in the Lord.  Early exposure to libraries alleviated library anxiety, even for BIPOC 

students.  Black transgender student Al shares his library experiences from childhood and 

adolescence: 

…I love reading.  I’ve always as a kid been into the neighborhood library about ten 

minutes from my hours.  So occasionally like when my parents were both working on the 

same day they would drop us off like at 9 am and we would essentially just stay at the 

library until 2 pm.  So like my parents obviously couldn’t afford daycare and stuff like 

that, so that was daycare for us, was the library, and we would just read or play on the 

computers that they had there, and like every single day in the summertime they would 

have summer events for kids like from 12 – 2 pm, based on their age, like movie nights, 

so we were always occupied and always doing things like that.  And gradually I got older 

and like my high school had a library that I got to work at and do tutoring, and that was 

nice, but it was still kind of small for a high school library.  And then…my sister was 

finishing up her master’s at University of Houston back home, so like she had access to 

their library and she gave me her card like to go there and stuff like that…I never seen 
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like a bigger college library than University of Houston, it’s a public 

university…[Northern Lights]’s a liberal arts private so like there’s 2000 kids here, but 

University of Houston was like 440,000 kids.  So like I’m used to so much more space 

and they had tiers, and different buildings for their library based on departments.  So it 

was really interesting, very modern, like they put a lot of time and money into like 

expanding their library.  (Al) 

Students who enjoyed going to their libraries specifically to read and borrow books for leisure as 

well as school assignments felt comfortable in the Lord and were less likely to feel library 

anxiety than those who only used libraries for class assignments or as a social space.  First 

generation students often used library spaces for resources they did not have at home. Latinx 

student Manny shared his library experience as such: 

[Libraries]…they’re basically like the only way that I was getting through high school, 

because of the wi fi access…libraries for like marginalized people in marginalized 

communities are like a lifeline…for trying to have some feeling of class mobility or 

aspirations.  The local libraries that I would go to were like run down, but they had wi fi 

and pretty nice staff.  And I think that without those like both the existence and the 

maintenance of the library, I don’t think I’d be where I’m at right now.  And I think that’s 

very true for a lot of the queer people of color from my neighborhood.  Sometimes they 

have food stamp applications nearby or they’re willing to, like, help you apply to low 

income programs.  So we would have Internet there and access those applications.  They 

also have bilingual speakers and translators, which is really good…the library itself isn’t 

radical space.  It’s what you do with it…I can’t imagine like having a negative 

association with the library, but I can definitely see how it can happen… (Manny) 
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 Yaira, the Indigiqueer student who had only used her school and public libraries as a 

hangout and study space, had this to say about the Lord: 

…where I live…the public library is across the street from me.  I would just go to a 

public library to do homework or study…I don’t really go in and read the books that they 

have.  The school library is where me and my friends hung out and studied, so we would 

eat lunch together there and do our homework there.  Our school library was the size of a 

classroom; not big at all.  I don’t know if I would really go there to read…maybe when 

the Book Fair was there.  Yeah, I just see the library as a study and hangout space.  The 

libraries that I was used to, both the public library and the school library, were both really 

small.  But this library in [Northern Lights] Is huge by comparison.  It’s kind of 

intimidating.  So I don’t say it’s a good place to study…I rarely go there to study. I don’t 

know where anything is anywhere, while the library at school or the library across the 

street from me, I already know where everything is, where every subject is, where the 

computers are, where resources are.  And at my libraries back home it’s also really easy 

to get in touch with a librarian because they’re just there in front of you.  At [the Lord] I 

have no idea who’s the librarian.  (Yaira) 

 White female identified students, who were most likely to perceive the Lord as a safe 

space, had positive childhood experiences of looking for books in the library. Jennifer, a 

precocious early reader, described her development as a confident reader, researcher, and library 

user: 

 There are a couple local libraries near me…and I remember as like a really tiny   

 little kid I…remember going to…like the kids’ story time…and the main thing I   

 remember are having these freeze pops…and cookies that were like rings, so I   
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 could put them on my finger and then eat them.  Elementary school library, that   

 was pretty good.  I was a big reader as a kid, I learned to read before I turned   

 three.  So I was always trying to find books and read them, and so once I got to   

 middle school I spent a lot of time in the library before and after school…they had  

 a big pile of bean bags against the wall and that was a fun, coveted spot for   

 everybody…I liked walking around trying to find interesting books to read.  By   

 like seventh grade I remember wondering why certain things were in the teen   

 section versus not in the teen section.  I remember…if you were under a certain   

 age, you had to get parents’ permission to read the books in the teen    

 section…once I hit seventh or eighth grade I was trying to figure myself out at the  

 time, and like by seventh grade…I picked out a book from the teen section, and it   

 was past the point where I was like…you know…extremely baby gay and I   

 checked out a book that had a gay character in it, and it was marked teen, but   

 nothing else about to be objectionable in any way [huge air quotes] but it just   

 seemed like pretty regular…I also remember using the computers to read web   

 comics and play games at the time, and that was interesting as we had to figure   

 out a way to get around like the Internet safety barriers to read the web comics.    

 Then in high school there were no more stickers on the books…I hung out in the   

 library every morning before school with my friends, like that was the thing, we   

 had our table…and I remember the librarians would say hey you can request   

 books if we don’t have them, you can look it up, because we have a system.  We   

 have dedicated computers where you could search the library, like to see if the   

 books were available or not, and yeah…I was looking.  This was in 12th grade so   
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 senior year, and I like made a huge jump.  I requested Maurice by E.M. Forster   

 which is a gay classic.  I have a lot of happy feelings about that book…this was   

 the library that I had the most access to at the time, so I just like requested it from   

 the librarian and they eventually got it.  That was really nice.  (Jennifer) 

 White student Beth had positive childhood experiences in her public library, with vivid 

memories of the outdoor spaces and use of the library to look for LGBT books: 

 I’ve always been a pretty avid library lover.  I used my school library, at least in   

 high school, two hours or more every day for homework.  That’s where I did the   

 majority of my homework.  I was there every day, as well as on weekends.  The   

 public library I went to every once in a while.  But it was really just if I needed a   

 change of scenery.  I went mostly because they had a nice garden outside that was  

 nice to read in.  It wasn’t so much for the actual building…but just the grounds it   

 was on.  I started using my public library probably at the very end of my high   

 school career.  And just when I started getting comfortable with my own sexuality  

 I started looking for books that were by LGBTQ authors, as well as about what it   

 meant to be LGBTQ.  And that’s where I started to explore it.  (Beth) 

 White student Renee shared a similar, though less vivid, experience of heavy school and 

public library usage that included borrowing and reading books: 

 In high school, I think I pretty much exclusively used the high school library to do  

 work. I would definitely just do my homework in the library, I don’t think I used a  

 lot of the books or other resources at that time, but I carpooled and took the bus to  

 and from the public library, especially my first and second year of high school.    

 Sometimes we would hang out in the public library…I love the public library…I   
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 would use the teen section which has bean bag chairs and YA books…I would   

 always grab books off the shelves while I was waiting for parents to pick us up.  I   

 would check things out from that library.  I was definitely checking LGBT   

 materials out from the public library.  I felt like it was well stocked too…I felt   

 like I didn’t really have any problems getting the books I was looking for.  I never  

 checked out any books from my school library, though, even for class…I also   

 think because I didn’t come out until college, and most times I’ve checked out   

 LGBT resources from the public library back home was like during college, but   

 when I was on break.  At [Northern Lights] I would totally feel comfortable   

 borrowing LGBT materials from the Lord… (Renee) 

 Latina student Ana perceived her public library as a safe space where she and her friends 

could discuss LGBT topics that they could not bring up at home: 

 [The library] was a place where my friends and I growing up at the time did not   

 know that we were part of the community and really didn’t want to identify as   

 such at a young age, but like it was always a place we could hang out and just like  

 be away from home and sort of express that identity, especially when I was in   

 high school, because a lot of my friends like couldn’t be out back home, so like   

 they would be out like at school or just in the library with their closest friends.  It   

 was nice to have sort of a private space where we could talk because like to go   

 into someone’s home probably wasn’t the best option to talk about those things   

 because they didn’t have the space or it wasn’t a safe home to begin with.  (Ana) 

 While all of the students interviewed for this study shared positive library experiences 

from their childhood and adolescence that helped them come to terms with their identity, bond 
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with friends, or have access to resources they would not have at home, one Latinx student shared 

a curious incident of LGBTQ+-related bullying in the school library that should be noted: 

I didn’t really like my high school library, mainly because it was very straight dominated 

in like an annoying way.  There was this group of dudes who would just hang out at the 

library not because they wanted to read but because they wanted to see what everyone 

else was reading.  Which was like, okay, like, I don’t know why you are in my business.  

And one time I was getting an LGBT book and they were just like, hello, questioning and 

being like why are you going to read this…and I still ended up going through and 

checking it out, which resulted in a lot of harassment and I was like, well, this is the first 

and last time I set foot into this library.  But thankfully, one of my English teachers in 

high school who I now know was also queer, had his own little library in his classroom.  

And he was like, you can definitely just like check out anything you find interesting in 

this classroom.  So that little library that he had in his classroom was more helpful for me 

than the one the school offered.  And honestly I could have reported the dudes, but it was 

just like so much of a hassle to do that.  It was pretty creative on their part, to use the 

library to clock queer people.  (Manny) 

 From Manny’s experience, we can see that access to LGBTQ+ resources in libraries 

alone does not make them safe.  Supportive adults who defend the rights of LGBTQ+ students, 

and LGBTQ+ collections outside of the library, make LGBTQ+ youth—particularly BIPOC 

LGBTQ+ youth—feel safe.   

 Racial identity. BIPOC students were less likely to feel like they belonged in the Lord 

than white students.  One student stated that “his type of people” were not welcome in the 

library, that they were always judged as “too loud” and “not knowing how to use the space”: 
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 As for me, personally…[the Lord] is  physically safe space for me…but it’s not   

 like something I would associate as one of my safe spaces.  It’s not necessarily   

 like the fault of the library in any way.  I think it’s just like how I associate myself  

 being in that space.  I’m very loud, I present as loud in general.  My personality is  

 loud.  My voice is loud.  I’m basically a ball of loud.  But libraries are very much   

 not that.  So being in that kind of setting is just very different from like me as an   

 individual…it’s just like uncomfortable for me being there.  It’s not that I have a   

 problem with the library...it’s just off for me being in there…like I’ll follow the   

 rules of the building.  Yeah, I’ll follow the rules like based on society for libraries,  

 because it’s important to do so.  Helpful for other people.  But also like that   

 affects me because I have to tone down everything…It takes a lot of energy for   

 me to be in there because I want to respect the space and I want to respect the   

 people in it.  And so it’s easier for me to just not be in those spaces…My internal   

 self is like you have to be respectful of other people because this space is like   

 created for, tailored for certain people, a certain kind of person, and I’m not that   

 certain kind of person...I feel wrong being in the space.  The people that use the   

 library have a very different energy than me…and it’s not like I can’t be with   

 people with different energies.  It’s just that the library is a space tailored to   

 people with those energies.  And as such, it becomes a safe space for them.  And   

 those energies.  And I feel like my own energy could threaten to disrupt that kind   

 of safeness…It’s just like me being a loud individual this drops you know, like   

 sound could disrupt the ponds.  So if a pond is perfectly flat and you make a loud   

 noise you make a ripple.  It’s also possible that’s just like some form of phobia, or  
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 like internalized homophobia, or like internalized…like not belonging in a space   

 because you’re not, this isn’t for you, like internally I consciously debate with   

 myself like, okay, is this like actually how you feel, because you’re a queer trans   

 person of color…(Chi Cha) 

 Another BIPOC student expressed concern about staying in the library for too long: 

 [The Lord]…I literally felt so terrified of being in [the Lord] after like 9 pm…the   

 way [the Lord] is structured is that, like there’s four levels, 4, 3, 2, 1…1 being   

 like the dead…if you make a noise they kick you out…it’s in the basement of the   

 library…I’ve never gone there because I’m terrified to just like walk in there and   

 then they’re like you’re too loud, leave.  (Al) 

 One BIPOC student was hesitant to use particular spaces in the library because he felt 

like he would not be respected there due to the fact that English was his second language.  Only 

when an older student invited him to study in the library with him did he feel more comfortable: 

…I really wish I used [the Lord] more as a first year student because, first it was really 

hard and there was a lot of things that I didn’t know about college level writing.  Even the 

professors would advertise the Writing Center and I never felt like that they would 

understand me anyway…at the time I wasn’t very coherent with my English.  I felt like 

they wouldn’t respect me.  So I didn’t go until last year…and when I did then [Northern 

Lights]’s academic rigor felt feasible and achievable. Like it was this weird shift.  I was 

finally feeling OK.  I did not have to feel like I was drowning with the workload and 

course load and everything else going on inside my person.  If I had just like been told 

that, like, yeah, we respect you for whatever…that [the Lord] is a space that everyone can 

go to and figure out how to make it work for them…it wasn’t until an upperclassman 
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invited me to go to [the Lord] with them and just said hey man, like come study with us, 

and then they started showing me some of the stuff…and I was like, wait, why have I not 

used this space more often?  It definitely took a lot of work.  (Manny) 

 It is notable that those who felt the least safe or welcome in the Lord identified as male or 

AMAB, in addition to BIPOC.   

BIPOC students were more likely to study and read in the Office of Intercultural Life, the 

Sayles Center, or their own living spaces in the QTBIPOC house or off campus housing rather 

than the Lord.  There was a feeling among the BIPOC students that they could not “be 

themselves” in the Lord.  This perception aligns with Andrews’ (2018) study which revealed that 

academic libraries provide “conditional hospitality” for BIPOC students, meaning that BIPOC 

students will be tolerated provided that they conform to white norms of behavior and 

scholarship.  BIPOC students who had positive experiences in their public libraries and school 

media centers were less likely to express these feelings of not belonging in the Lord.  

 Information seeking preferences.  White students were more likely to borrow books from 

the Lord or GSC than BIPOC students, and they would use a broad variety of search strategies to 

locate books of interest.  One white student shared their information seeking strategies: 

 I think I use the computer database to look it up and then Google as well, just sort   

 of coming to the library with the list I have found on Google and then searching to  

 see what they have and just start slipping through the books reading the backs,   

 etc. (Beth) 

BIPOC students in this study noted that they were more likely to seek out information from peers 

or the Internet than white students.  Indigiqueer student Yaira, who is one of the students in the 
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study least likely to frequent the Lord, describes her information sources and information seeking 

strategies:   

I would say that I lean more on TV shows and movies to get an understanding of Queer 

community and society which can be a good and bad thing, because a lot of stereotypes 

are also portrayed in movies, which led to me shaving my head.  And I would say I 

started there and in social media…so Instagram was a big thing, it was like starting out 

when I was coming to my sexuality so discovering the words pansexual and queer and all 

this info I got those through Instagram.  And then I would say I didn’t really keep looking 

for more information…and then I came to [Northern Lights] and the first thing they ask 

you is your name and your pronouns which was so new to me.  So I think when it came 

to that, I started looking for information again.  I took a class in the Womens and Gender 

Studies Department to get more understanding of non-binary and trans.  And then 

now…I’m more often looking at resources in the GSC…Danny helped financially for me 

to get a book and audio book about Two Spirit people and lesbians in Japan and Korea.  

Danny also has me sorting the library, though I just like read a book here and there, well 

he’s ordering it. And there is an elder I am emailing back and forth to come and speak at 

[Northern Lights] and she is excited to come in the spring.  (Yaira) 

 Yaira does not make use of traditional LGBTQ+ information resources in the Lord 

because they are not “front and center” as they are in the GSC or other campus identity centers: 

I know 100% that [the Lord] must have LGBTQ+ resources, but I just haven’t used it that 

much for that unless it was like the online version, or I just go to the GSC or I talk to a 

professor in the Women and Gender Studies Department instead.  I think if they put a lot 

of those resources front and center I might be at [the Lord] more often, but I feel like 
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resources for communities of color or QTBIPOC resources are like somewhere in the 

back corner…but yeah that’s what I like about the [Office of Intercultural Life] is that 

they have a wall of library, kind of like the GSC, it’s front and center and you can just 

pick out books if you want, same as the GSC.  (Yaira) 

 Latinx student Manny’s information seeking strategy is to talk with peers and ask them 

for their recommendations for research.  He will only consult the librarian if his peers cannot 

answer his questions: 

 Sometimes I just go to [the Lord] to study, but when I go to [the Lord] I like to   

 speak to the workers there.  I’m usually asking if they could help me with like   

 recommendations on a specific branch of a discipline within academia, and   

 sometimes they have the answers.  Sometimes they don’t.  That’s okay, until I get  

 like the actual librarian and it tends to go well when she does help me…because   

 the [student workers] only have so much training.  And [the librarian] is really   

 friendly.  And she likes it.  And she doesn’t make it seem bad to ask about the   

 taboo topic, which I was always afraid to ask about before I became more    

 comfortable with the major.  (Manny) 

 This reliance on peers for information supports the previous research on BIPOC 

undergraduates from Hays (2020). This is another reason that BIPOC students were more likely 

to name the Multicultural Student Services building as the space where they were more likely to 

do homework or research assignments than the Lord.  Students who were Humanities and Social 

Sciences majors were more likely to say that they would visit the Lord or use the Lord online 

resources to seek information for academic purposes than STEM majors, who were more likely 

to depend on faculty or peers in their department for academic information.  
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One white student admitted anxiety around borrowing physical LGBTQ+ materials from 

libraries: 

 I think probably a big part of the reason why I don’t really go to the libraries to   

 look for reading material or movie material is because of worrying about other   

 people…judging what I would pull off the shelf and stuff.  (Katie) 

 There is a connection between the comfort level in one’s sexual orientation or gender 

identity and their comfort level with borrowing physical LGBTQ+ materials in the library.  Katie 

also was a student who started at Northern Lights during the pandemic, and did not have the 

same connection with LGBTQ+ peers and resources as those who enrolled prior to the pandemic.  

This lack of LGBTQ+ community awareness also may have an impact on her perception of 

safety in borrowing physical LGBTQ+ materials from the Lord or the GSC. 

 Information format preferences.  White students interviewed for this study were more 

likely to state that they preferred print books to online resources.  White students were the most 

likely to make use of the print book collection in the Lord as well as the GSC.  BIPOC students 

preferred online academic resources, social media, YouTube videos, films, and graphic 

information resources when seeking information.  They also were more likely to state that 

information shared orally from peers, faculty, or support professionals was a preferred 

information format.  This supports the research from Hays.  Of the two bilingual students 

interviewed for this study, one said that they appreciate when they have audio resources in 

Spanish available on the topic they are researching, as sometimes it is easier for them to 

understand the topic if they can hear about it in Spanish as well as read about it in English.  

Indigiqueer student Yaira, who prefers audiovisual formats to traditional text, had this to say 

about the Lord and its resources: 
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I don’t think [the Lord] is a resource that I use often.  I use a reading assistance for text to 

speech to read, so physical books are kind of not the greatest way for me to read.  So I 

wouldn’t say I really use a lot of the resources when it comes to the library.  It’s a good 

place but it’s kind of far from where I’m living.  I think what catches my attention most 

in [the Lord] is when you enter and you go into one of their spaces they have Indian 

Country Today.  (Yaira) 

More research is needed on the information format preferences of BIPOC students and what 

would make them feel safe and welcomed in academic libraries.  

LGBT Undergraduate Perception, Use, and Value of Academic Libraries 

 The students all had visited the Lord at least once a semester for a class research 

assignment.  Most visited the Lord at least once a week.  White students and BIPOC students 

differed in their perception and use of space in the Lord, but both white students and BIPOC 

students recognized and appreciated the value of what the Lord had to provide for their education 

and student development. 

Figure 11 

Perception, Use, and Value of the Library as Described by White and BIPOC Students   
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Student major, proximity of the Lord Library to their dorm and classes, as well as 

perception of safety and belonging in the space, all had an impact on how many times they 

would visit the Lord and spend time there.  For some students, the Lord served as a combined 

social and academic space.  White student Renee uses the library as a social and academic space: 

I use the library in a couple of ways.  One, the library is definitely a social space, and I 

think I would normally study on like the fourth floor, and go there to like partially get 

work done and partially run into people, I think…another way I use the library is I do 

work in the Writing Center.  Oh, I have also done research…I have used the research 

resources…I think like [I have used the] research librarians and I…don’t know their 

exact titles but staff people in the library, who are like there to help you find resources for 

classes, or like…recently, I was working with someone to find data for my GIS 

project…and every time that I get help from people in the library I’m like blown 

away…for sources and stuff like that I also use the 24 hour chat…I don’t actually check 

things out from [the Lord] very often…oh, you know what I occasionally have used the 

textbooks on reserve for classes, for two hour loan…otherwise, I feel like I couldn’t 

really tell you like, where what stacks are where. (Renee) 

Some students expressed anxiety around having too many people in the Lord, and preference for 

secluded spaces.  Latinx student Ana feels claustrophobic in the Lord when it is busy, and prefers 

to go there during off-peak times to benefit from the spaces: 

Whether [the Lord] is helpful for me or not depends on what time and day of the week.  

Just like certain days, I feel like it is so chaotic in [the Lord] that it is not helping me, it’s 

kind of stressing me out more.  Like it’s really hard on those days to find quiet even if 

you’re on the third floor.  Because it can get like really full I tend to not do work there 
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some days.  And also, like, certain weekdays, it’s like really quiet during the daytime.  

It’s nice to be there and sort of have that quietness, but also have like natural sunlight 

coming in through the fourth floor windows.  And that helps a lot with sort of centering 

like what I want to do, and the work I want to get done during that time…I don’t like 

super big open spaces and like sometimes there are super big open spaces in [the Lord] 

that I don’t want to be in.  Sometimes there are more secluded spaces that I like finding 

and I feel more relaxed there…just sometimes like I need to do work alone…so it’s nice. 

(Ana) 

BIPOC students were more likely than white students to cite frequenting other spaces on campus 

such as the Office of Intercultural Life to seek out academic support or study spaces, if they 

could see and seek help from students and staff who they perceived were “like them.”  This 

finding supports research from Hays (2020).  Even for BIPOC students who felt comfortable 

using the Lord to do LGBTQ+ research, their decisions to make use of other spaces and 

resources to seek out LGBTQ+ information are influenced by peers and accessibility of online 

environments.  Latinx student Manny wants to be independent in searching for LGBTQ+ 

information, and does not like to ask librarians for help: 

For one of my projects I was trying to use the Catalyst [Lord online catalog] to look for 

like, trans archives or if we had any semblance of LGBT archives in [the Lord…it’s 

pretty neutral.  It just kind of feels like they’re doing their job, but it didn’t seem like they 

were overly enthusiastic about it.  Maybe it was the day or the time of day.  So I don’t 

want to like overanalyze it, but yeah, the few times that I have had to ask for 

references…they seem to have had the answers.  But I don’t know like…I don’t tend to 

go to [the Lord].  I don’t really like asking for help from [the Lord] because most of the 
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information I was able to get on my own, online.  I don’t know anybody else who uses 

[the Lord] for LGBT reasons.  I don’t think it’s very like advertised or promoted that they 

are also well versed in LGBTQ+ literature and all of those things. (Manny) 

 Several students made use of the library spaces, and services within the library, but not 

the library collection.  Latinx student Chi Cha placed high value on the Writing Center for help 

with their English: 

The Writing Center is in [the Lord] and having access to that is really nice…English is 

technically my second language…I grew up in a Spanish household.  Eventually I 

transitioned to a more English language based culture, but like, even then, grammar and 

spelling I am really bad with.  So having access to the Writing Center is pretty good to 

make sure my writing is not a hodge podge of wrong tenses and improper grammar.  (Chi 

Cha) 

 White student Robin also found the Writing Center helpful to learn how to write 

appropriate academic papers, and also finds value in quiet Lord spaces to think and color: 

 I would definitely say that [the Lord] is very helpful, like with academic stuff.  I   

 went to the Writing Center there a lot as a freshman, where they like read through   

 your papers with you and they help you write your paper and make it better…and   

 that was really, really helpful for me when I was learning how to write better as a   

 freshman.  [The Lord] is also like a really good place to go if you want a quiet   

 place to think.  They have coloring books and sun lamps in one area.  So you can   

 go there, just like relax and take a break and I would also do that a lot freshman   

 year.  (Robin) 
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 Students found value in the academic library when it could provide resources and 

supplies that they lacked.  BIPOC students, in particular, valued the library for resources that 

they may not be able to afford on their own.  Black student Olivia made use of all material 

resources in the Lord, including basic office supplies: 

…Just like the material existence of the library, like having staplers, new pens.  Like just 

looking for tangible things inside the library that I can use.  The desktop computers, the 

databases for sure.  For a while I didn’t have a laptop because it broke, so I was in the 

library a lot using the lab.  (Olivia) 

 Latinx student Manny valued the Lord the most for its computer labs and printers to 

complete his homework, as well as the library catalog and databases: 

 I mostly use [the Lord] for the technological aspect…it’s a great place for    

 accessibility to printers and having those computers in the main space.  It’s a huge  

 accessible space that is significantly less intimidating than trying to go to get help   

 in an office.  Given that my major is very lab based, I don’t use [the Lord] as   

 often to do research, but when I do have courses that require it, it is very helpful   

 to be able to use the library’s website to find certain books or find things that   

 could lead me to other sources that I can use for papers.  (Chi Cha) 

 BIPOC students who worked at the Lord had more comfort seeking out information from 

librarians and student library workers, and had awareness of more resources that could help them 

with their work.  Latinx student Ana shares how her experience as an IT student employee in the 

library shaped how she uses resources and spaces in the Lord: 

When I worked at [the Lord] as an IT person, I had a seat next to one of the  

 librarians and one of the tutors.  I don’t know their names, but they know so much 
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 about everything that’s in [the Lord].  So sometimes I would just talk to the 

 librarian that would sit next to me, and they would give me so much information  

 to help with my research and teach me how to use the databases.  There’s also a  

 couple of study rooms in there, and I used to like to use the chalk boards that are  

 in there, but sometimes those rooms are not available. There are random   

 whiteboards around [the Lord] that people just grab and I use those if I really need 

 them.  There’s also like this really big study room that’s used as a classroom  

 every once in a while, and I use the chalkboard in there too.  So yeah, I definitely 

 like make use of everything that’s there.  The printer for sure. (Ana) 

 Some students who see the Lord as a social space as well as an academic space will make 

use of the library resources for social activities as well.  Latinx student Manny reserves study 

rooms and TVs to schedule times to invite new queer students to get acquainted and talk about 

movies: 

 I use the study rooms.  And then I also use some of their TVs because sometimes   

 I use the space for meetings for some of my organizations on campus.  I do film   

 screenings in the study rooms, just to build some community with my girlfriends   

 and incoming queer people on campus.  And sometimes we watch like just any   

 sort of like Sundance Film that no one has talked about yet, that has some LGBT   

 history in it.  (Manny) 

 White student Robin also takes advantage of the Lord computers because they have 

programs for her classes that she does not have on her personal computer, and values the 

different types of study spaces: 
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 I use [the Lord] computers a lot because they have…different statistics programs   

 and all the Microsoft Office suite or like all of those things that I don’t necessarily  

 have on my own laptop so I use the computers a lot for that, and printing in [the   

 Lord].  They have study rooms like little tables all around that I can sit at.  Know   

 that we have different areas like depending on what kind of environment you   

 want too, you can go to like a silent study area or there’s an open area and it’s a   

 little bit louder.  (Robin) 

 Most students made full use of all information resources and services at their academic 

libraries, including use of the book collection, online library catalog, and databases.  At the same 

time, all students expressed some level of difficulty with locating LGBTQ+ resources in the 

Lord.  Even the most experienced, most comfortable library users had issues.  Latinx student 

Manny appreciates the Lord for helping bridge the economic equity gap for low income students, 

but requests that the Lord collaborate with identity centers to determine more effective ways to 

introduce students to the resources and services that they have, so that students can search 

independently: 

[The Lord] definitely helped with the economic side of it…they just have like a lot of 

access online to a bunch of books and sources, though I kind of had to figure out how to 

ask for those resources because they weren’t like readily advertised or promoted, such as 

like, how to use the library search engine, how to use it to look for research study guides 

or format the sources that you’re pulling from into the proper citation.  Not really 

understanding how the loan program…and then I think on the front end queer side every 

time the library has an event they can collaborate with one of the offices…it would have 

been really cool if the library was like, for LGBT History Month, here are some pretty 
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core selections…then it doesn’t make out like the Gender and Sexuality Center is where 

you go for all things like that, but rather that these resources sexist within every single 

space.  I think I would appreciate that a lot, and I know some of my friends would.  And 

then like for the Latinx side, like we do have a lot of Latinx literature in our library, I’m 

sure.  But you have to know what you’re looking for, to find it.  (Manny) 

Some students interviewed for this study did not even know that LGBTQ+ resources existed in 

the library, and others did not try to locate such resources there as they either focused library 

research efforts on class assignments or used the GSC or other resources to seek out LGBTQ+ 

information.  Those who sought out assistance from library staff stated that they felt comfortable 

doing so, but BIPOC students interviewed in this study were more likely to express a desire to 

have a clearly identified “LGBTQ+ Librarian” to contact for LGBTQ+ research questions. Black 

transgender student Al explained their reason for wanting an LGBTQ+ Librarian: 

…it would be cool if there was somebody who could represent that marginalized 

community and be present at the library.  So it be like…hey, if I wanted to ask a question 

about this, I wouldn’t feel uncomfortable about it because I know that there’s one person 

who works there who can answer it, versus me being like well I’m gonna have to do this 

on my own, or I’m gonna have to take a step back to like just eyeball and guess who can 

help me in that area.  Nine times out of ten I’ll just go to Dan [Gender and Sexuality 

Center Director], but he isn’t the library.  Or I’ll ask one of the Gender and Women’s 

Studies majors who are seniors if they know any books on the topic, or I’ll go on 

YouTube or like Google and look before I actually asked somebody who works there 

because I don’t want to put them in a weird spot. (Al) 
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 Latinx student Ana would appreciate more LGBTQ+, BIPOC, or QTBIPOC 

representation among the library staff as well as the Gender and Sexuality Center who would be 

able to design and promote resources and services appropriately for people of different cultures:  

I would like to get more representation among our [Lord] librarians, just because, like, a 

lot of them are…ultimately older, some of them are like straight or just like have a family 

already so it’s like harder to relate, and you feel like maybe they aren’t updated as much 

on what’s going on in the LGBT community.  It would be nice to have a representative of 

the community be a librarian at [Northern Lights].  It’s the same way with the GSC 

because like both of my supervisors are white people.  And I feel like there’s a lot of 

QTBIPOC people who aren’t really interacting with the GSC.  It’s because of that, to 

some degree, or it’s also because of like the lack of understanding of cultural differences 

that come with coming out as a queer person from a minority background or from 

different cultural settings, which just makes it more difficult in certain cases.  (Ana) 

 In short, LGBTQ+ undergraduates will find value in library resources, services, and 

spaces if they feel welcome to frequent the space and use the amenities that they provide without 

judgement.  They will also be more likely to frequent the library and find value in it if they can 

locate resources independently, and if they can communicate with staff who share similar 

backgrounds and experiences as they do. 
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Impact of Academic Library Use on LGBT Undergraduate Identity Development, 

Adaptation to College, and Resilience 

Figure 12 

Impact of Academic Library on Adaptation to College and Student Development as Described by 

White and BIPOC Students 

 

The majority of students interviewed for this study stated that the academic library did 

have an impact on their development as students or scholars.  While white students stated that 

the academic library as a whole had a holistic impact on their adaptation to college and student 

development, BIPOC students were more likely to identify a specific resource, service, or center 

in the library that they believed help them adapt to college and develop as students.  BIPOC 

students were also less likely to recognize how the academic library impacted their LGBT 

undergraduate identity development than white students.  In general, the majority of BIPOC 

students identified racial identity centers on campus as stronger influencers on their adaptation to 

college and student development.  They noted that the quiet study spaces, research centers, 

Writing Center, and online databases helped them succeed in their first year at Northern Lights, 

and that their experience using these resources made them stronger students.  Seeing other 
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students use the Lord for these purposes also impacted their own identity development as college 

students, and made them feel more integrated on campus.  White students were most likely to 

express in detail how their library experiences helped them grow as a student as well as an 

LGBTQ+ person.  White student Robin explained how using the Lord helped her develop 

academically and personally: 

I definitely think my library experiences have helped me grow as a student.  They helped 

me learn more about, like, time management and even just like finding a good place to 

study where I won’t be too distracted.  And yeah, even just like working on study skills 

and like being about to find good articles for projects I’m working on and stuff like that 

[the Lord] was really helpful for that.  For LGBT identity development I feel like I’ve 

done more exploration of that at the Gender and Sexuality Center with my friends.  I 

guess like implicitly, though, LGBT identity development happens at [the Lord] too, as 

I’ve been reading some of the things that I’ve gotten from [the Lord] that…for my senior 

thesis project are about LGBT people, and I sort of do some self-reflection as I’m reading 

those things.  I’m like, OK, I see myself in this.  I don’t see myself in this.  And sort of 

thinking about like how the research was done.  And was it done in a way like that was 

directed by transpeople…I haven’t explicitly talked to anyone at [the Lord] about that, 

that’s just been sort of like my own reflection as I’m reading things for my senior thesis 

project.  (Robin) 

 White student Beth explained that just the availability of accessible free books in libraries 

helped her grow as a student and an LGBTQ+ person: 

 As a student, firstly, it definitely helps having a good relationship with the library.   

 I can’t even imagine where I would be without it.  Just I would be completely lost  
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 because so many of my papers as a more humanities leaning student have been   

 centered around books that I need to go deep into the library to find and get   

 sources.  And without being comfortable in the library and knowing where to look  

 in the library, I imagine that my quality of work would be a lot lower than it is at   

 the moment.  And then in terms of my own identity, I believe that the library   

 really helped because while I could find these books on Google, it’s a lot cheaper  

 to get them from the library than to go out and buy them, which I wouldn’t have   

 been able to do so I needed the library to help me get these books that I wanted to  

  help learn more, so that I can better understand my identity.  (Beth) 

 White student described how the quiet library space helped her build good study habits, 

and gave her a non-judgemental space to self-reflect on her sexual orientation and gender 

identity: 

[The Lord] has helped me feel like a real college student, quote unquote.  I think a lot of 

people have that sort of imposter syndrome wondering like, oh, am I doing things right, 

am I like not studying enough, etc.  But I think utilizing [the Lord] has helped me kind of 

cement a routine for my academics, which has helped me see myself ss like a legitimate 

college student who is, you know, like trying new things, and like having fun, while also 

focusing on my studies, which is something that’s very important to me.  I think that 

spending time in [the Lord] also helped me…see myself as sort of like an individual 

person…it has allowed me to really like think more deeply about my sexuality and my 

gender identity, and how I would like to portray those things to the world, and what I 

want to do for other people in regard to that.  (Elizabeth) 
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 The students who believed that the library did not have a significant impact on their 

identity development, adaptation to college, or resilience in the college environment were all 

BIPOC students.  Latinx student Chi Cha said that the library introduced him to other resources 

that helped him develop as a student, but he was not sure of any impact a library could have on 

his LGBTQ+ identity: 

Probably as a student, I’m just like more inclined to use resources that are available to 

me.  The library is a gateway resource in a way, because a lot of my programs just so 

happened to be in [the Lord], because I was part of an organization which is for STEM 

people of minority identities, to get acquainted with [Northern Lights].  And one of the 

resources that is like the first to be explored is the library…it’s made it easier to use other 

resources.  As for me like as a queer person, um, I don’t know.  I don’t know if there’s 

like a direct impact. (Chi Cha) 

 Latinx student Linda could see how the library impacted her development as a student, 

but could not see how it would impact her development as an LGBTQ+ person: 

As a student, I guess it’s been very helpful like teaching me how to develop good 

studying habits.  I prefer to be able to have like a hard copy of whatever it is that I’m 

reading…so I definitely always look for, like, the physical options of everything that I’m 

reading.  So that was…what draws me to the library and I’m able to be able to be in a 

space where I can actually focus and do work.  When it comes to like sort of my identity 

within the LGBTQ community it hasn’t really had an impact, just because I haven’t had 

like that experience of sort of taking advantage of those resources or like reading the 

books or the magazines that they offer.  (Linda) 
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 Black transgender student Al was not sure how the library helped him with his 

transgender identity or student development, but he could recognize that the library provided 

space for him to be alone and self-reflect, which in itself helped him focus and build resilience: 

I don’t really know if [the Lord] helped me with my trans identity…I feel like just being 

in the House and the GSC really helped, I think.  [The Lord] helped me be content with 

being alone.  And I think along the way it was like during my transition, knowing that it 

was the only place I could be alone and be OK with it...in general the library has always 

been a positive place because people don’t really run up to you and try to talk to you 

there…I’ve been able to get a lot of things done and I’ve been able to reflect a lot, 

because I do that a lot unintentionally, I just reflect about my interactions and my day, 

and it was easy to do that when my mind was at peace versus like racing.  (Al) 

Those students who did not believe that the library had a significant impact on their 

identity development, adaptation to college, or resilience in the college environment noted other 

spaces, resources, and services that helped them.  

Impact of LGBT Resource Center on LGBT Undergraduate Use and Perception of 

Academic Library Spaces 

 The majority of Northern Lights College students use the Gender and Sexuality Center 

(GSC) as an alternative space to the Lord, or for completely separate reasons than studying or 

support.  BIPOC students also frequented racial identity center spaces, as well as spaces for low 

income, first generation students, for academic and social purposes.  The BIPOC students’ 

experiences in the Gender and Sexuality Center, as well as racial identity centers and spaces for 

low income, first generation students, impacted their use, perception, and expectations of 
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academic library spaces. White students, on the other hand, had no expectations of the academic 

library influenced by LGBT resource center presence or use of that space.  

Figure 13 

Impact of LGBT Resource Center on Use and Perception of Academic Library Space as 

Expressed by White and BIPOC Students  

 

 White students, who were more likely to say that queer students were everywhere on 

campus and that the library was a space for everyone, had fewer expectations of their academic 

library than BIPOC students.  BIPOC students, on the other hand, are compelled to find spaces 

and groups on campus where they can meet people who share their racial as well as sexual and 

gender identities.  BIPOC students note that the Gender and Sexuality Center, the racial identity 

centers, the Office for Intercultural Life, and TRIO provide resources and services that are more 

accessible to them, and are more congruent with their information seeking and information 

format preferences, than the academic library. 
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Most of the BIPOC students who participated in this study were Gender and Sexuality 

Center employees, and frequented the GSC as part of their employment.  Some GSC employees 

also used the GSC for social purposes as well as to acquire free resources such as food, 

beverages, menstrual products, or clothing.  Indigiqueer student Yaira frequents the GSC not 

only as part of her student employment, but to study and make use of the free resources they 

provide: 

 In my free time I just go over to the GSC to study…I think it’s just a really nice   

 place to study, and if I get hungry there’s snacks and drinks, and they have like   

 ramen and mac and cheese, so there’s food.  And what else…they have a lot of   

 menstrual products and safe sex products…my periods last two weeks and it is   

 really, really, really expensive to have pads for two weeks, so I always go to the   

 GSC just to basically take all of their pads…And then sometimes I just use their   

 library because it’s right there…but mostly I just read the comic books.  And they   

 also have like coloring books, they have fidget toys, and I like to use all of those   

 things when I am not studying.  (Yaira) 

 White student Beth, while describing the work that she does at the GSC, explains how 

she uses the space as a “hangout center” and a place to get free food and beverages: 

 So when I’m at work [at the GSC] I’m currently the head of first year    

 engagement. I’m focusing a lot of my efforts on sending out emails and creating   

 resources for new students on how to get connected to the Gender and Sexuality   

 Center and make sure that they know that we’re here and get them to sign up for   

 the email list to make sure that they don’t miss anything.  This sort of outreach is  

 mainly for white folks, and that is what I do there when I am working.  When I’m   
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 not working, and I’m just hanging out there, it’s typically with friends.  You   

 know, doing homework and watching a movie if it’s assigned for class, we will   

 typically watch it while we are there.  There’s couches there.  So it’s nice to   

 spread out and just spend the whole afternoon there.  You can have hot drinks   

 there or something to eat.  There’s a kitchen inside where you can make hot   

 chocolate…it’s more of a hangout center, with lots of resources for arts and crafts   

 and just unwinding…(Beth) 

Students use the Lord to study, to use the computer lab, to do research for their academic 

courses, to meet with faculty or other students to discuss research projects.  Students use the 

GSC to socialize, do light studying, and have fun.  This supports Hays’ research findings as well, 

where he states the intention of such spaces, and the perception that LGBTQ+ students have of 

them (2020).  

 While the Gender and Sexuality Center has a book collection, the majority of students 

stated that they did not use it.  White student Katie, who had indicated that she felt 

uncomfortable borrowing physical LGBTQ+ materials, stated that she would like to read more 

LGBTQ+ books but did not know how to find them even though part of her job at the GSC 

included organizing and ordering books for their collection: 

 I have not [used the library at the GSC]…I helped organize it and then, I was   

 interested to order book titles for it, but again I didn’t actually know how to check  

 out books, which is embarrassing because I work there…when school picked up I   

 switched a little bit to TV shows and movies…I would like to read more, but what  

 I’ve read recently has been more along the lines of rereading some things that I   

 liked a lot, when I was younger, as opposed to looking for new books.  And I   
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 think part of that is because I don’t know exactly how to search for books number   

 one…(Katie) 

 Most of the LGBTQ+ students interviewed for this study did not identify the GSC as 

their main source of support or socialization.  White student Renee said that she met plenty of 

LGBTQ+ people outside of the GSC, and that all of her friends had been LGBTQ+ accepting, so 

she was “late” to getting involved with the GSC: 

I’ve only used the GSC for the book discussion club.  I’ve been on the GSC mailing list 

forever, so you know I kind of see what’s happening, but…I didn’t use it as a resource.  I 

actually joined the book club because I met Danny [the GSC director] in one of my 

classes.  I’m helping out this term with student conversations about diversity, so I kind of 

like now that I know Danny.  I actually want to do things with the GSC next term, and 

get to know that community…I probably am late to a lot of these things because all the 

while I felt supported…since I didn’t have like this way into the GSC knowing someone 

who’s super involved, so then I just never got involved.  I think when I was figuring thing 

out…one of my closest friends was also gay.  But even my other friends who didn’t 

identify as queer yet, I think I just talked to all of them.  And I think…coming out was 

sort of a more internal process for me.  I was most comfortable talking about my 

realizations with my friends, who were a combination of people from my floor in the 

dorm, classmates, and my team-mates.  I like having older students on the cross-country 

team, a lot of whom are queer…they helped me with that whole process, just seeing what 

does it mean to be queer and what it can look like.  And I started dating an older team 

mate like right after…(Renee) 
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 White student Beth, in explaining what spaces she occupies on campus to make friends, 

explains that the GSC is not a place where she goes to make LGBTQ+ friends, but it is a place 

where she brings her LGBTQ+ friends: 

[The GSC] is definitely a place I go to with my friends who I know are LGBTQ, but it’s 

not necessarily a place I go to make friends if that makes sense.  One of the other big 

places that people go to meet people is at Sayles, which is our Student Center.  The 

dining halls are places to meet people too, and [the Lord]. I also make friends at the 

athletic center.  I play a lot of squash and so a lot of times I am making new friends there 

because a lot of times there are fifteen of us squished on two courts just to play squash, 

which is typically a two person game. But yeah, I think the GSC definitely has a place for 

me in my social sphere, but it’s a very particular place in that I don’t bring my straight 

friends there…Obviously if you’re at the Gender and Sexuality Center your chances are 

likely that everybody there is LGBTQ+.  I’ve definitely found LGBTQ+ people in other 

spaces.  Even in student government there are student leaders who were LGBTQ+ but 

neither of them necessarily went to the Gender and Sexuality Center themselves.  They 

were comfortable with their own identities and sharing…there are a lot of students 

connected with the art and music groups and such like that, but not necessarily directly 

connected to the Gender and Sexuality Center.  (Beth) 

 White students like Beth who started their college experience at Northern Lights before 

the pandemic easily found LGBTQ+ friends and supportive allies in most spaces and groups on 

campus without needing to depend solely on the GSC to find others like themselves.  BIPOC 

students also did not see the GSC as their main source of support if their main concern was to 

find connection with other BIPOC or underrepresented students on campus.  Latinx student Ana 
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frequents the QTBIPOC House and engages with other identity related clubs to meet and engage 

with fellow BIPOC students: 

Yeah so I don’t feel like the GSC would be the main spot for me.  Just because when I 

meet a lot of my queer friends, they are like, currently black and brown and a lot of them 

are student workers who work at the GSC and have some identification with the LGBT 

community.  And I’m on the board for the school’s club with the QTBIPOC House, 

which is for queer trans black indigenous people of color.  And that’s where, like, I’ve 

also met people or like other friends, and I was blessed to live there this year.  And so I 

am part of the community engagement team, so I work with another student worker and 

we’re sort of trying to create a board of other clubs with a lot of similar goals to the GSC 

like women in certain majors or women in math and science…So we’re trying to create a 

board of those clubs to sort of come together and be associated with the GSC just so that 

we can have more coordination and collaboration, so there’s not clubs trying to do the 

same thing all at once.  (Ana) 

 Indigiqueer student Yaira does not believe that the GSC “is for her” because those who 

frequent the GSC aside from the student workers are predominantly white and cis.  Once she 

found the Indigenous people at Northern Lights, Yaira returned to the GSC as a student worker: 

I started working at the GSC this November.  And like I said I haven’t   been to the GSC 

since I was a freshman.  I went to their intro orientation stuff when I was a freshman; it 

was really cute.  But I think what I did not feel comfortable with was seeing that a lot of 

the queer community here at [Northern Lights] is white and cis.  So I was just like, it’s 

cute, we have a GSC, but it’s not for me.  And then I think the place I’ve gone more is the 

QTBIPOC House that’s next to the GSC, because a lot of my friends live in the 
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QTBIPOC House.  And then throughout the years I was just focusing on like where are 

all the Indigenous people at, but now that’s been settled, I yeah I started working at the 

GSC.    

 Yaira notes that as part of her paid employment, the GSC Director allowed her to start a 

project to educate the campus about two-spirit people, about which she was very enthusiastic: 

And Danny, oh my gosh, amazing, asked me what I wanted to do at the GSC instead of 

like starting to give me tasks, so I was able to start a project on two spiritedness.  Because 

a lot of people aren’t aware of two spirit people in the LGBT community.  (Yaira) 

 Not all LGBTQ+ students interviewed for this study saw the GSC as a safe space.  

BIPOC students like Manny expressed hyperawareness of their underrepresentation in the GSC: 

 My introduction to the GSC was…when we have our yearly event of Rainbow   

 Reception.  One hour eating outside BBQ style with some pretty good music and   

 some pretty good burgers…and like that was a pretty good introduction…I felt a   

 little alienated because I was like one of the two visibly brown people at the rim   

 of the reception.  Everyone there were white queers.  But Ray [the assistant GSC   

 Director) was very comforting…like willing to just like make me feel comfortable  

 in the space, which I appreciated.  (Manny) 

 Latinx student Linda felt a much stronger connection with the Latin American youth 

organization on campus as well as the Office of Intercultural Life (OIL) than the GSC, due to 

shared culture and common ground with advisors who were also first generation Latinx college 

students: 

 The GSC wouldn’t be like, one of my top spots on campus.  I belong to a Latin   

 American youth organization.  So I usually find that as being one of the places   
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 where I make most of my connections and sort of find most of the support just   

 because I know that the group of students will reflect sort of myself and like   

 that…if I have issues with something that’s something that the Latinx students   

 have already experienced like they might have a little bit more knowledge on how  

 to help out with that.  And also, like the OIL (Office of Intercultural Life) I   

 mentioned earlier.  Just because I also feel like it does a really good job of sort of   

 reflecting myself and the people there.  So I feel a little bit more comfortable   

 going there and reaching out for help. And actually one of the directors of OIL is   

 one of the people I reach out to the most, and I’ll check in with her once or twice   

 throughout the term, just to like talk and sort of get stuff off my chest or like if I   

 need help…like she actually did a really great job of helping me…help with my   

 major decision, just because I was really unsure.  (Linda) 

 Student use of the GSC depended on their dorm’s physical proximity to it, how many 

other activities they engaged in, and whether or not they had queer friends elsewhere on campus.  

Student use of the GSC also depended on where they were at in the coming out process or their 

transgender identity development.  White senior student Robin recognized the value of the 

GSC’s location, however far: 

The GSC is pretty far.  It’s in like the corner of campus by some of the senior townhouses 

and pretty far away from the academic buildings, hmm, and relatively far away from the 

Student Center.  There’s an indoor path halfway between the Student Center and the 

GSC, but the rest is outside, so yeah, the GSC is very tucked away.  Which I mean in 

some ways I guess is good, but also makes it harder to access, particularly in the winter.  



   
 

194 

[The Lord] is right in the middle of all the activity buildings.  So it’s really easy to access.  

It’ like a two minute walk from where I am right now. (Robin) 

Those students who had to walk to the GSC frequently for work were motivated to go there in 

the cold for its amenities—food, beverages, the espresso machine, the kitchen, the shared TV and 

couches, menstrual products, and clothing boutique.  While some students made use of the GSC 

library collection, no one cited it as a motivator to go there. 

 The majority of students who used the Lord identified it as a safe space for different 

reasons.  First, they felt physically safe in the space, noting that they felt comfortable taking naps 

there.  Second, those who identified the Lord as a safe space noted that they could go to 

particular parts of the library where no one would bother them, where they could be alone to 

study or gather their thoughts.  Finally, those who identified the Lord as a safe space felt 

comfortable asking librarians or other staff for assistance with research—including research on 

LGBT topics for class assignments.  

Racial Identity and Use / Perception of Spaces, Resources, and Services on Campus 

 The majority of students that I interviewed identified as BIPOC.  For this reason, I have 

to address the impact of racial identity on use and perception of spaces, resources, and services 

on a predominantly white college campus, and how the experiences of the Northern Lights 

College BIPOC students I interviewed supported existing research. 

 Of the thirteen students interviewed, eight identified as BIPOC.  Racial identity plays a 

role in LGBTQ+ undergraduate feelings of safety, impact of libraries / LGBT resource centers, 

and use/perception of libraries.  QTBIPOC students wish to decenter whiteness in the GSC and 

across campus.  They more than other students also wish to “queer” different spaces, including 

the academic library spaces. 
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While QTBIPOC students were aware of the library that existed in the GSC, they were 

not likely to borrow books from the GSC due to lack of time, focus on other subjects, or use of 

GSC space for other materials (condoms, menstrual products, food and beverages) or resources 

(arts and crafts space, table to do homework).  More frequent use of the Lord or the GSC for 

most of the QTBIPOC students also depended on where they spent more time on campus in 

general.   

Students who lived close to the GSC were more likely to find the GSC a safe space.  In 

general, however, the QTBIPOC students did not consider the GSC their main source of support 

or making friendships.  They preferred to socialize with other QTBIPOC students or peers 

engaged in interests outside of the GSC.  They also knew of many students who did not use the 

GSC for these reasons, and LGBTQ+ students who were unaware of what the GSC offered in 

terms of resources or support for QTBIPOC students.  

Even though they are regular library users, and some have used the Northern Lights 

library to search for LGBTQ+ information / materials for class research projects, they believe 

that the Lord does not do enough to promote LGBTQ+ materials or librarians with LGBTQ+ 

identities / expertise.  They believe that more needs to be done with this promotion, and more 

cross-collaborative work between the Lord and GSC need to be done, as well as more cross-

collaborative work between GSC and other spaces on campus.  Only one of the student 

employees surveyed spoke to having a formal library orientation class in her first semester; other 

students had to learn how to use the library on their own.  Depending on their experiences with 

public and school libraries, this impacted their resourcefulness in doing so.  All of them felt 

comfortable approaching the librarians and staff, however, and all of them would feel 

comfortable asking them for assistance locating LGBTQ+ information or resources.  One student 
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did not feel comfortable in the Lord and did not like being in that space, however, because they 

considered them self a loud person with energy that did not jive with the library’s energy. 

Impact of Intersectionality on Perception of Safe Space and College Experience 

 LGBTQ+ undergraduates interviewed for this study self-identified with multiple, 

intersectional identities during the course of their college experience.  For BIPOC students in 

particular, the intersection of their racial identity, gender identity, and sexual orientation had a 

major impact on their positionality on campus and where they found safe spaces.  Latinx non-

binary junior, Manny, clearly explains that the library would be a safe space for him if it 

welcomed all of his identities, not just that of generic Northern Lights students (which defaults to 

white students: 

I don't know if it would be a safe space because there's nothing like there's no posted 

flyers or anything that talks about identity or that say please feel welcome at [the Lord], 

there's nothing saying that like queer people or LGBTQ+ individuals are like welcomed 

here or whatever or nothing. There's no cross cultural posters that you usually see in a 

bunch of other spaces on campus that indicate that. And so [the Lord] is always filled 

with white straight people and so the space definitely doesn't feel safe.  It's just kind of 

like me making myself feel safe with the things that I do within it that I've been able to 

associate it with safety.  But objectively if it can look at it objectively, it's not safe. Like 

most spaces that content for, like, queers of color.  Especially like a black queer 

experience like it does not feel safe at all. But going back to [the Lord] like when I am 

alone here I don't feel like I'm safe. Like, I feel respected and left here. It's kind of like 

this is another regular space.  If I'm with my friends [of color], I feel safer. If I'm not with 

them, then it's kind of like I hope nobody makes a comment about me or I hope I really 
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don't have to argue with somebody right now.  But once I am settled down in a space 

somewhere in [the Lord], I'm calm and I know that I can get my academic resources 

when I need them. 

The majority of the BIPOC students, whether they expected it or not, found experiences 

in their classroom education, socialization with peers, employment, and student activism that 

shaped their racial identity development as well as sexual orientation/gender identity 

development.  Quite often, their positionality as a person of color on campus shaped their sexual 

orientation or gender identity development, as well as how they viewed placement of particular 

spaces on campus.  Manny observed how spaces for marginalized students are in remote or 

hidden locations on campus, and what type of message this sends to marginalized students: 

I've asked if it's been on purpose or not on purpose. Because like the Cave, which is the 

nightclub that I was talking about, is on the literal other side of campus…the Cave wasn't 

made to be a queer space. It's just…that ended up very much becoming a like queer 

hub…then on the west side of campus like the literal, like Corner…we have the GSC. 

And so like people who live in the West Side so like master dorm or burden. Even to 

them like GSC is Still like Over There.  And during the winter months. It's like, it's so far 

away. When it's so cold out, um, And then I can imagine for the queer students who like 

cuz like good, who is the one that's like all the way on the east side like near the 

forest…they have a first year floor. Like, what about the queer first years end up being on 

that first year floor. They are figuring out campus. They can be told that the GSC is a 

space, but they will literally have to walk like a mile to reach the GSC which has been 

very frustrating…I forgot what OIL stands for, but it's like our intercultural Office that 

we have on campus. They used to be in the basement. And it wasn't until, like, people 
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were like organizing around it that like they're like why do we have our own cultural org 

in the basement of a building. Like, what does that say like, you know, And so now that 

space is On the top floor in Sayles, which is like a heavily trafficked area. Right now 

they're working on moving our mental health services and medical services shack from 

like this like really weird entrance to a more trafficked area so that you can see the space. 

And that's some of the things that we've been talking about, this isn't me like me outside 

of my job. Just like as an answer that person and I'm trying to get them to move this 

space somewhere else. But it's been like heavily resisted because a campus has like this 

master residential plan that they're trying to work on. But that's kind of how it is. But 

yeah, definitely the GSC should not be that far away from students, especially If like 

…whenever these institutions want to talk about like diversity or talk about like these, 

like, really pretty buzzwords about the way they support marginalize people like let's 

look at our geography. Because like our geography says a lot about the way that we're 

valuing Spaces.  

The BIPOC LGBTQ+ students actively sought out opportunities to educate peers or the 

broader white cisgender or white heterosexual student communities about the importance of 

pronouns, the impact of colonization on LGBTQ+ identities and the gender binary, and 

decentering whiteness.  The BIPOC GSC employees who could make social connections with 

white students in shared spaces had great success in bringing these workshops outside of the 

GSC to other spaces that they liked to frequent.  In doing so, these students played an active role 

in reconstructing campus spaces such as The Cave nightclub as antiracist and LGBTQ+ 

inclusive, decentering whiteness simultaneously with queering the space. 
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White students in this study did not have to create or rebuild safe spaces for themselves.  

Whether they spoke of the library or other spaces on campus, they believed that those spaces 

“were for everyone” and that all spaces on campus were “queer spaces”.  They never spoke 

about Northern Lights, or the spaces within it, in racialized terms.  Even Robin, the one white 

transgender student who had an issue in the Lord with a staff member not recognizing their 

preferred name on their student ID, still believed that they belonged in the library and all other 

spaces on campus.  White students, even those from out of state, did not question their 

belongingness or positionality at Northern Lights, and therefore did not struggle finding safe 

spaces for themselves on campus. 

Impact of Institution Type on Perception of Safe Space and College Experience 

 Northern Lights College is a small residential college not accessible by public 

transportation or major interstates.  Students who attend this college must live on campus at least 

for first year.  As the majority of students interviewed in this study did not have their own 

transportation, and did not have options for study space or social space within reasonable 

walking distance of campus, they were compelled to visit, explore, and make use of the spaces, 

resources, and services that the institution provides.  Campus administration, aware of their 

diverse student population, built different identity centers and established housing for students 

with distinct sexual, gender, and racial identities in addition to the spaces, resources, and services 

available for all students.  At Northern Lights College, students had options on campus for where 

they could study, socialize, and find support.  After having the opportunity to visit and compare 

these options, as well as the people in them, the students could then make their own decision as 

to what campus spaces felt safe for them.   
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Students at campuses without an LGBT resource center, identity centers, special housing, 

or large libraries with spaces designed for different purposes may have a harder time locating 

safe space on campus. They may identify safe spaces on their campus differently from the 

Northern Lights students, or may construct their own transitory safe spaces in buildings that 

campus administration did not necessarily single out for that purpose. Students at residential 

campuses without the same type of options for space may not thrive at those campuses, 

particularly if they come from out of state.   

Students at “commuter campuses” who are not required to live on campus may not visit 

or make use of all of the spaces, resources, and services available to them.  Due to their 

schedules or personal choice, they may prefer to go home after attending classes, or to spend 

time in spaces off campus to study or socialize.  For these reasons, students at commuter 

campuses may have a different relationship with their institution, and different expectations for 

what the institution should provide in terms of space, resources, and services.   

 Northern Lights College, while considered a “queer campus” by three of the white 

students interviewed for the study, did not show evidence of “safe space” signs or stickers on 

office doors.  LGBT resource centers at other campuses often provide safe space training to 

faculty, staff, and student organizations several times a year; upon completion of the training 

attendees will receive a sign they can put up on their office door stating that their area is “safe”.  

While some controversy exists around safe space training and its efficacy, all BIPOC students 

interviewed stated that seeing symbols of LGBTQ+ visibility (Pride flags, rainbows, etc.) help 

them feel welcome and safe.  It is possible that the students interviewed for this study would 

have identified more safe spaces at Northern Lights if institutional representatives working in 

those spaces placed safe space signs with rainbows and Pride flags in strategic locations. 
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Impact of Student Type on Perception of Safe Space and College Experience 

 Northern Lights College students identify as “curious, outgoing, etc”.  Simply through 

the act of traveling so far from home to go to college, most of the research participants 

demonstrated courage and curiosity.  The majority of research participants came from urban, 

racially diverse environments where they may have had some level of independence due to the 

availability of public transportation that allowed them to explore their home environment.  

Students who identified as first generation, low-income students described their resourcefulness 

in searching for free resources and making campus spaces their own.  While they experienced 

varying levels of culture shock during their first year, simultaneously these students actively 

sought out spaces to reflect, study, and socialize.  The LGBTQ+ BIPOC students also sought out 

other students who shared their racial identity.    

Impact of COVID-19 Pandemic on Perception of Safe Space and College Experience 

 Students who started college before the COVID-19 pandemic had a very different 

perception of campus than those who started college during the pandemic.  Those who started 

college before the pandemic all noted how many LGBTQ+ students existed on campus, and that 

it was not necessary to visit the GSC in order to meet other LGBTQ+ students.  The students 

who started college before the pandemic noted that they met LGBTQ+ students in their classes, 

in other activity groups, and even on their athletic teams.  Students who started college before the 

pandemic, for this reason, were more likely to perceive Northern Lights as a “queer campus” and 

did not identify any barriers in meeting other LGBTQ+ people or lack of LGBTQ+ acceptance or 

representation.    

 Students who started college during the COVID-19 pandemic faced challenges that other 

students did not.  Their college experience was impacted by having to take online classes and 
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find social opportunities through campus via Zoom.  Students could not visit as many physical 

spaces on campus as their peers who started college prior to the pandemic, and as a result often 

felt more isolated and depressed.  Students who started college during the pandemic identified 

the Lord and the GSC as two main physical spaces on campus that they would still visit. 

Conclusion 

 Depending on previous library experiences and how they see themselves as people of 

color on a predominantly white college campus, BIPOC students at Northern Lights were less 

likely to see the Lord or GSC as a place where they feel safe or welcome.  QTBIPOC students 

are doubly blessed with navigating racial identity development and sexual orientation / gender 

identity development in college, and also must handle the challenge of adapting to a somewhat 

isolated, semi-rural environment if they are originally from urban environments outside of the 

Midwest.  For these reasons, they will seek out spaces on campus where they can find others like 

themselves, and people who have survived the experience of adapting to this new environment.  

They may also experience more stress than white students, as they are often put in the position of 

“educating” others in order to make their needs known as well as to create campus environments 

that decenter whiteness. 

 While all students in the study reported that the Lord’s resources and services helped 

them become better students, white students were most likely to report using all of the Lord’s 

resources and services, and were most likely to report visiting the Lord to make use of traditional 

library resources such as books.  White students were also the most likely to find comfort in 

spending time among the books, while BIPOC students preferred other information formats.  

STEM students were also less likely to use the library for research than the humanities and social 
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science students, and would spend more time with faculty and in their labs for research 

assistance. 

 The pandemic had a major impact on student sense of belonging on campus.  It altered 

student perception of LGBTQ+ presence on campus as students had to participate in online 

classes and may have been barred from some buildings like the GSC due to social distancing 

requirements.  White students who started classes at Northern Lights during the pandemic were 

the most likely to report that they felt isolated from others, particularly other queer students, than 

those students who started classes at Northern Lights before the pandemic.   
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Chapter 5: Discussion 

 Through my dissertation research, I sought to learn what impact academic libraries have 

on LGBTIQ+ undergraduates.  Through an extensive literature review and a qualitative study of 

LGBTIQ+ undergraduates at a private residential liberal arts college in a small town in the upper 

Midwest, I have discovered that the academic library may not have the same impact on, or the 

same value for, all contemporary LGBTIQ+ undergraduates as it had for previous generations of 

LGBTIQ+ undergraduates. I also have discovered that the LGBT resource center is also not 

perceived as a safe space or main social space for all LGBTIQ+ undergraduates.  Last but not 

least, the more identity centers that a campus has, the less likely LGBTIQ+ undergraduates of 

color will feel the need to depend on the library or LGBT resource center as their main sources 

of support.  

 Through my research, I learned that the LGBTIQ+ undergraduate definition of safety 

may differ based on a student’s racial identity and their positionality on campus.  While white 

and BIPOC students both define safe spaces as judgement free and allowing for undisturbed 

solitary reflection, BIPOC students in predominantly white institutions need to see representation 

of people like them, whether BIPOC, LGBTIQ+, or both, in the space to feel safe.  Staff and peer 

mentors of color, displays of books for and about LGBTIQ+ BIPOC people, signs and flags that 

indicate welcome and celebration of different races, religions, cultures, sexual orientations, and 

gender identities, provide affirmation that they are truly welcome in what they perceive as a 

white space.  BIPOC students feel that others are watching them in white spaces more closely 

than white students do, and often feel insecure in academic library spaces with strict regulations 

for how spaces should be used.  If they do not feel safe in the academic library space, they may 

choose not to use it, but if the academic library has resources they depend on to complete their 
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school work, they will find strategies to make the space feel safe for them.  These strategies 

include going to the library with friends,  seeking out the student workers at first for assistance, 

and repurposing certain library spaces to “queer” them.   

 The fact that today’s undergraduates can find safe space to learn, socialize, and develop 

their identities in multiple locations on a college campus is a good thing.  It shows that campus 

administrators are taking the needs of diverse students seriously.  While academic libraries have 

the potential to serve all students on a college campus, students who frequent their academic 

libraries may have inequitable experiences due to how intentionally the academic library 

provides welcoming, inclusive, representational spaces for all.  LGBT resource centers, even 

with their mission to provide safe space for all LGBTIQ+ students on campus, also struggle in 

making the LGBT resource center safe, welcoming, and inclusive for all LGBTIQ+ students.  

This is why academic libraries, LGBT resource centers, identity centers, and other student 

support centers on campus must take an intersectional, collaborative approach in providing 

resources, services, and programming in each other’s spaces while honoring the different 

information seeking preferences, information format preferences, and requirements for safety 

that different students have. 

Conclusions 

 A disconnect exists between the experience an academic library may intend to provide to 

students, and how students perceive this experience.  Academic libraries as we know them in the 

United States still follow principles and practices from the pre-Internet age.  The academic 

library profession remains dominated by white cisgender women who view the traditionally 

published book as the standard for information provision, those who write books as information 

authorities, and the act of reading as a pleasurable leisure activity as well as use of a tool to find 
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information.  As a result, academic libraries still follow a particular tradition, and conform to the 

cultural and academic norms of cisgender white women.  As a result, cisgender white female 

students or those assigned female at birth (AFAB) seem to make the most use of what traditional 

academic libraries provide, as they too share that love of reading, browsing the stacks, or 

searching for books through other means.  Other populations may practice different information 

seeking strategies, prefer different information formats, and frequent other spaces and 

information authorities from their culture.     

In the twenty first century, practitioners must take into account the lived experiences, 

perceptions, and needs of BIPOC students if they seek to recruit and retain them.  BIPOC 

students seek safe space among faculty, staff, and peers who share their racial identity and lived 

experience.  They will likely seek information and guidance from those who share a racial 

identity and common lived experience prior to branching out to other communities and campus 

spaces, even if they also identify as LGBTIQ+.  Advising from those who share the same racial 

identity also influences if and how LGBTIQ+ BIPOC students will use the academic library, or if 

they will seek out “library-like” resources and services from other locations on campus.  For 

these reasons, a campus that serves traditional undergraduates—particularly residential 

institutions—must provide a variety of identity centers, student organizations, and support 

services for LGBTIQ+ BIPOC students. 

 The grand narrative “the library saved my life” may no longer apply to the contemporary 

LGBTIQ+ undergraduate.  While LGBTIQ+ undergraduates may frequent the academic library 

to study, do research for their classes, or use other resources or services in the library such as the 

Writing Center or computer labs, the majority prefer to frequent other spaces on campus to find 

community or safety.  LGBTIQ+ BIPOC students, particularly those who are assigned male at 
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birth (AMAB), those whose first path to information seeking is through peers, and those who 

actively queer and decenter whiteness, are least likely to feel safe in their academic library.  

Based on my research, undergraduates of multiple identities may find safe spaces in a wide 

variety of places that campus administration makes available for student populations with 

different needs.  The campus LGBT resource center may serve as a safe space for some 

LGBTIQ+ undergraduates, but not for all of them.  LGBTIQ+ students of color, for example, 

may find safe space in their multicultural resource center, the student union, or the TRIO office.   

 Contemporary LGBTIQ+ undergraduates often have experienced an initial process of 

self-discovery prior to coming to college.  They may have already experienced at least one 

coming out cycle with friends, family members, or other trusted adults.  In their younger years, 

they may have searched for books by, for, and about LGBTIQ+ people in their public libraries 

and school media centers to learn more about their identity and more about LGBTIQ+ people 

and culture in general.  At the same time, contemporary LGBTIQ+ youth also learn about 

LGBTIQ+ topics through social media, films, and peer groups.  When they come to college, their 

focus on adapting to the new environment, making new friends, and mastering academic content 

may overshadow any further curiosity about wandering the stacks.  While they may find the 

library helpful to their development as a student, or a valuable place for self-reflection, other 

spaces on campus vie for the position of “safe space” for LGBTIQ+ students, especially if they 

identify as BIPOC.     

LGBTIQ+ students who are just beginning to explore their sexual orientation, gender 

identity, or both may seek out college campuses far from home in order to learn about 

themselves without interference from family, friends, and neighbors.  They do not always realize 

how different another part of the country can be, and may experience homesickness, culture 
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shock, depression, and anxiety in their new environment.  These needs of first generation low 

income BIPOC students are not often taken into account or recognized by the predominantly 

white organizational structures that exist on college campuses; these needs are addressed by 

identity centers that may be run or frequented by people of similar backgrounds as the incoming 

BIPOC students.  These identity centers become the “safe spaces” for BIPOC students where 

they can find necessary information resources to help them navigate the new environment and 

build resilience.  BIPOC students interviewed in this study noted the lack of BIPOC staff and 

lack of representation of LGBTQ+ staff at the Lord in Northern Lights, which impacted the 

information seeking strategies they used there as well as their sense of belonging in the space.  

Male BIPOC students, in particular, were the least likely to use the library in traditional ways, 

and they perceived that their use of the space was not always encouraged or welcomed by the 

staff. 

 LGBTIQ+ undergraduates feel comfortable, integrated, and like they belong on campus 

when they see others like themselves on campus.  Students who enrolled at Northern Lights and 

lived on campus before the pandemic frequently said that every space on campus was a queer 

space, as so many openly LGBTIQ+ students participate in multiple student organizations and 

are visible in the classroom.  LGBTIQ+ undergraduates of color, however, face the additional 

challenge of connecting with other students and staff of color in different spaces on campus.  

Some campus spaces remain predominantly white, just as some campus spaces remain 

predominantly cisheteronormative.  Based on student feedback from the interviews conducted at 

Northern Lights College, the library remains a predominantly white space on campus.  While all 

of the Northern Lights students have recognized the value of their academic library for providing 

the resources and spaces to help them study, white female identified students are most likely to 
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see it as a combined social space and academic space, a space where they can find books and 

films for leisure, or a space where they belong.  Among the students interviewed for this study, 

white female identified students enjoyed traditional physical books the most, and spent time in 

the library spaces where they could be surrounded by books.   Notably, the majority of 

LGBTIQ+ students interviewed for this study—especially those who are LGBTIQ+ students of 

color—do not see the library as a safe space. 

Discussion 

Neither the LGBT identity development theories, the ecological system theories, or 

Vaccaro, Russell, and Koob’s “Minoritized Identities of Sexuality and Gender (MIoSG) Students 

and Context Model” take race into consideration of how a person would build an ecological 

systems map of their environment.  All of the LGBT identity development theories, ecological 

system theories, and the MIoSG model were developed by white researchers and used to explain, 

for the most part, the identity development of white LGBTQ+ people and the ecological systems 

as perceived and designed by white people. Based on my research findings, race plays a major 

role in LGBT identity development, how campus environments are built, the development of 

systems of student support, and how one perceives and selects safe space on campus. 

 Historically, academic libraries have looked inward using a predominantly white 

colonialist lens.  Library administration, while they may encourage staff to participate in 

antiracist initiatives and safe space training, do not have a comprehensive grasp on what it means 

to build inclusive, antiracist, decolonized academic library spaces.  To do so would challenge the 

fundamentals of information literacy and the Western concept of the printed word as 

authoritative scholarship.  Academic librarians still hold cataloging systems the organization of 

print and online materials as a sacred keystone of their profession, designed to help them classify 
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vast amounts of information and provide a system to classify and retrieve these resources.  

Cataloging practices to this day impact how library materials are shelved and placed in library 

spaces.  These practices, for the most part, remain a barrier for undergraduates to locate 

resources—particularly LGBTQ+ resources—and yet academic librarians continue the tradition 

of using the Library of Congress classification system as a hurdle to jump on the way to 

becoming “information literate.”  Contemporary LGBTQ+ undergraduates, who may be less 

likely to seek out print books than previous generations, question the necessity and validity of 

such systems as they obfuscate their ability to easily see what they want to see.  If LGBTQ+ 

students want to see more promotion of LGBTQ+ books and other library resources in book 

displays, library promotional materials, finding aids, and other spaces that they frequent, 

administration should accommodate this simple ask.  Easy visual access to LGBTQ+ materials 

will promote a feeling of safety in the library for LGBTQ+ students, and if accompanied by 

finding aids, will give them the confidence to search for more.  LGBTQ+ collection 

development, library outreach, and promotion of library resources should also be intersectional 

and occur in spaces that students frequent outside the library as well as within.   

 LGBT resource centers have also had challenges in building inclusive, antiracist, 

decolonized safe spaces for students in need of support and community.  Historically, the 

development of LGBT identity centers did not take race into account.  Predominantly white gay 

and lesbian students formed organizations to advocate for their rights on campus, and those 

groups often were awarded a physical space on campus by administration.  LGBTQ+ students of 

color were often seen as “visitors”, “strangers”, or sexual fetishes for the predominantly white 

students that frequented LGBT resource centers. As a result, white cisgender gay male students 

and white cisgender bisexual or lesbian female students remain the students who feel most 
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comfortable in LGBT resource center spaces.  In most cases, if the center has a paid LGBT 

resource center director, that director is also white and most often cisgender themselves.  These 

resource center directors may or may not be equipped to address the distinct needs of LGBTQ+ 

students of color, especially if those students may be first generation urban students.  

Transgender students and LGBTIQ+ students of color may feel tokenized or at risk in LGBT 

resource center spaces, even though those spaces are also, in theory, supposed to be “for them”. 

This is why the LGBT resource center must collaborate with the other identity centers on 

campus, as well as the academic library, to seek student feedback on how best to build 

appropriate spaces, resources, and services for LGBTQ+ students of color and where to overlap 

these resources and services.   

Identity centers and academic libraries must collaborate to build safe spaces for students 

that meet their academic, personal, and professional goals.  To do so, they must challenge their 

existing beliefs and values, and accept the feedback of the students they serve.   

Limitations of the Study 

 My original intent was to compare the LGBTIQ+ undergraduate experience in their 

academic libraries at residential institutions with and without LGBTIQ+ resource centers.  No 

campus without an LGBTIQ+ resource center wished to participate in this study.  If I had the 

opportunity to hear from LGBTIQ+ undergraduates from campuses without LGBTQ+ resource 

centers on how and where they find safe space on such a campus, that would have added greatly 

to the growing body of research on LGBTIQ+ visibility and safety on college campuses.  It may 

have also reaffirmed the concept of library as safe space.  LGBTQ+ students at residential 

colleges without LGBTQ+ resource centers may have depended more heavily on their academic 

libraries to search for LGBTQ+ resources, or completely bypassed the library to actively seek 
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LGBTQ+ resources independently online. It is very possible that LGBTIQ+ students without 

access to identity centers, or those enrolled in campuses where it is not safe to be out as an 

LGBTIQ+ person, may still find their academic library as a source of support. 

 Northern Lights College recruits students from around the United States with particular 

character traits.  In particular, they seek out outgoing, confident students with strong curiosity 

and desire to be involved in all things. White and BIPOC students demonstrated this confidence 

and curiosity differently.  White students in this study, even those from out of state, were less 

likely to express feeling homesick or identify challenges in adapting to campus than BIPOC 

students.  They could easily identify people who they perceived were like them and spaces where 

they felt they belonged.  Whiteness gave these students an advantage, as they already felt a sense 

of ownership and belonging on campus, and could easily explore and get involved.  BIPOC 

students, on the other hand, demonstrated their confidence, curiosity, and courage in the initial 

act of coming to small town, isolated, predominantly white institution Northern Lights from 

urban communities of color.  The BIPOC students I interviewed all expressed various levels of 

feeling homesick, experiencing culture shock, feeling isolated or marginalized.  They had to seek 

out spaces for self-preservation and self-care, through identity-based support services and 

centers, as well as peers who shared their identity, to feel safe enough to begin exploring and 

adapting to college. These students in my sample did not state that the academic library helped 

them adapt to campus or “make them feel at home”.  It is possible that, at other campuses who 

recruit local students, or HBCUs, I may have discovered students who would have been more 

likely to strongly identify the library as a safe space, or the LGBTIQ+ resource center as a safe 

space, depending on their background and their needs.   
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 While I reached out to LGBTIQ+ student library employees to participate in the study, 

they refused to do so.  It is possible that they did not feel safe to speak about their experience if 

they thought that their responses would get back to the library somehow.  Both of the LGBTIQ+ 

student library employees identified as young white cisgender women.  A record of their 

Northern Lights experience, and to hear if and how the academic library has impacted their 

undergraduate experience or LGBTIQ+ identity, would have been valuable for this study. 

 The Gender and Sexuality Center student employees of color may reflect only one 

particular viewpoint of students of color at the Northern Lights College campus.  This group had 

the shared experience of being LGBTIQ+ students of color employed by the university.  While 

they were candid in their responses, their viewpoints, perceptions, and experiences may or may 

not represent all students of color at Northern Lights College.   

Replicability of Study / Generalizability of Findings 

 While Northern Lights is considered a unique college campus with a student population 

that has a distinct shared set of character traits, the fact remains that it is a predominantly white 

institution (PWI).  PWIs compose the vast majority of colleges and universities in the United 

States.  Even the most liberal, progressive PWIs that recruit LGBTIQ+ students remain strange, 

potentially unwelcoming environments for BIPOC students from communities of color.  With 

that said, I would anticipate that, if I were to replicate this study at another residential PWI where 

students must live on campus and have access to an LGBT resource center, my findings would 

be similar.   

 BIPOC students who attend PWIs identified as urban campuses or “commuter campuses” 

may face similar challenges in finding safe space on campus.  People in urban centers in the 

United States, for the most part, live in race segregated neighborhoods and communities.  This 
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impacts where they attend K-12 schools, and with whom they socialize as children and 

teenagers.  For these reasons, BIPOC students from urban communities can still perceive PWI 

spaces on an urban campus within their city as unsafe and unwelcoming.  For this reason, I 

believe that my findings would be similar if I replicated the study on an urban commuter 

campus. 

 While not all institutions have an LGBT resource center, they will have an academic 

library, and other spaces for learning, socialization, and support.  As I want to determine how 

LGBTIQ+ students use and perceive their academic libraries, and if they find academic library 

spaces helpful to their learning, socialization, and development, I would be able to replicate this 

study on campuses without LGBT resource centers.  If LGBTIQ+ students do not perceive their 

academic library as a safe space, I do ask them where they are able to have a sense of safety on 

their campus.  Depending on whether or not LGBTIQ+ students perceive the campus 

environment as “queer enough”, LGBT resource center presence may be irrelevant to them.   

 Historically Black colleges and universities (HBCUs) are less likely to have LGBT 

resource centers than PWIs.  At the same time, they do have academic libraries.  White students 

attend HBCUs in small numbers.  To replicate this study at an HBCU, or a Hispanic Serving 

Institution that centers Latinx students and their needs, also has the potential to yield similar 

results.    

Implications for Theory 

 Vaccaro, Russell and Koob developed the “Minoritized Identities of Sexuality and 

Gender (MIoSG) Students and Context Model” to address the ecological systems that shape 

LGBTQ+ identity development in college spaces.  The model successfully merges 

Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Model, D’Augelli’s Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual Identity 
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Development theory, and transgender identity development theories.  After using the MIoSG 

Students and Contexts model to make sense of how students perceived and adapted to their 

campus environments, three things became clear to me.   

First, the MIoSG Students and Contexts model is designed for a researcher or practitioner 

to determine how sociopolitical and time contexts impact campus and homeplace contexts, 

which would be the main drivers for how college students make sense of campus and develop 

their identities.  An academic or practitioner will see all systems as illustrated in 

Bronfenbrenner’s models as layers, and will create their campus map as a series of concentric 

rings.  The academic or practitioner is coming from the perspective of a neutral outsider, and 

would make sense of a campus as an object, rather than an environment and experience like the 

student would.  For the student, they would describe their interpretation of campus spaces and 

experience, and the factors that make them this way, differently than an academic or practitioner.  

If I do similar studies in the future, I will use Bronfenbrenner’s ecological models to map out my 

own interpretation of campus spaces and how one could make meaning of them, as I am not 

immersed on campus as an outside researcher the same way that a student would be. 

Second, when talking about how campus spaces may influence their identity development 

as students or LGBTQ+ individuals, undergraduates often speak to the current reality that they 

interpret through their senses.  Unless they speak to a particular event that may have impacted 

their identity development on campus (i.e. a protest or a shooting), or have learned about the 

history of the campus, they may not speak to the external sociopolitical and time contexts that 

exist in the MIoSG Students and Contexts model.  For this reason, if I do similar studies in the 

future, I will adapt this model so that sociopolitical and time context sections of the map formed 

concentric rings around the main focus of how homeplace context and institutional / campus 
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context influence self, engagement and meaning making.  I may even remove those sections 

completely if I am not asking students specifically about how cultural, political, or other 

phenomena impacted their development or college experience. 

Finally, there is a clear difference in how BIPOC students express their positionality 

versus white students.  This impacts the way they interpret and make use of campus spaces that 

shape their identity development.  For this reason, it may be time to explore and test new identity 

development theories for people with intersectional identities.  If the emerging intersectional 

identity development theory has merit, then one could merge that theory with Vaccaro, Russell 

and Koob’s model to determine if and how campus ecological systems may play a role in the 

identity development of LGBTQ+ BIPOC students, or what environmental factors would be 

critical to building student success, belonging, or safety for this population.    

Implications for Practice 

State law, accreditation standards, campus policies, campus culture, and curricula are the 

main drivers in how campus administrators provide academic and student support spaces for 

their students.  Without seeking student input on development of these spaces, resources, and 

services, and without collaboration between academic and student support spaces, these efforts 

on the part of administration will fall short. Campus administrators must ask themselves if they 

want students to conform to administration-driven purposes of spaces, resources, and services, or 

if they want students to identify, determine, and develop their own safe spaces and networks.  As 

student bodies become more diverse, a one size fits all service model no longer works for all 

students.  This is why development and expansion of identity-based resource centers, identity-

based housing, and inclusive, person centered campus spaces are essential to student success, 

student belonging, and student retention.  In the case of academic libraries and LGBTQ+ 
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resource centers, administrators and directors may have to rethink and let go of what they believe 

is important to scholarship or the student experience if the students say otherwise. 

Based on my findings, students on residential campuses find safe spaces to do academic 

work, socialize, and pursue their interests in a wide variety of campus spaces provided by 

campus administration.  For campuses without identity centers, on campuses in states that do not 

protect LGBTQ+ rights, students may have a harder time finding each other or determining a 

safe location to congregate.  This is why it is crucial to have staff on campus with a visible title 

or badge that signals to students that they are allies and advocates, and that the space where they  

provide student resources and services is a safe space for LGBTQ+ students.  It is also important 

for BIPOC students to see faculty, staff, and peer mentors on campus who share their identities 

on predominantly white campuses.  BIPOC faculty, staff, and peer mentors are under no 

obligation to perform additional emotional labor that their job description and assigned duties do 

not require.  They simply are to be visible on campus and perform their roles as intended.  

BIPOC students may feel more comfortable approaching BIPOC faculty, staff, and peer mentors 

on campus than they would white people in the same positions.   

Programs that focus on hiring BIPOC student workers for a wide variety of campus jobs 

are not always successful in engaging BIPOC students with the resources and services in the 

space where they work, or engaging them with the space itself.  When LGBTQ+ BIPOC student 

employees work in a predominantly white LGBTQ+ resource center, they are unintentionally put 

in the position of educating white people about race, or dealing with unwanted microaggressions, 

harassment, or other forms of bias and discrimination from white peers.  As a result, they are 

othered in a space that is also supposed to be “for them”, and ironically being shaped and built 

by them.  For this reason, in some cases, it may be better for the LGBTQ+ BIPOC student 
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employees of an LGBTQ+ resource center to work in the other identity centers on campus as the 

LGBTQ+ student liaison to bring LGBTQ+ resources to the identity centers, or to bring BIPOC 

students to the LGBTQ+ resource center. 

It is in the academic library’s best interest to rethink how it provides spaces, resources, 

services, and programming for all of the students it serves.  Based on my dissertation research, I 

would like to recommend the following intervention plan to make the academic library safe, 

welcoming, and inclusive for all students.  Academic librarians engaged in diversity, equity, and 

inclusion work on their campuses need to start at home.  Librarians and library administrators 

can employ Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Model to determine what strategies and 

initiatives would be feasible at their institution to decenter whiteness in their library spaces, 

resources, services, and programming. 

Intervention Plan for Making the Academic Library Safe, Welcoming, and Inclusive 

Employing Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Model  

Step 1:  Record the Chronosystems that Shape Library Culture and Practice, as well as User Use 

and Perception of the Library. 

• How have federal, state, and regional history and events shaped  

o campus history, culture, and policies; 

o the academic library, its culture, and practices; 

o how students may use and perceive the academic library? 

• How have cultural and technological advances (or disruptions) shaped 

o campus history, culture, and policies; 

o the academic library, its culture, and practice; 

o how students may use and perceive the academic library? 
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Action: If student use and perception of the academic library do not align with current intention 

and practices, library administration and staff should work together on solving that problem. 

Step 2: Analyze the Macrosystems that provide structure for the academic library. 

• What are the federal and state laws to which the academic library must comply? 

o How do federal and state law address diversity, equity, and inclusion?   

o Do federal and state law state how academic libraries should address 

marginalized students, or resources, services, spaces, and programming for / 

about them?  

• What are the institution’s accrediting bod(ies) requirements for an academic library? 

o How do the institution’s accrediting bod(ies) address diversity, equity, and 

inclusion? 

o Do the institution’s accrediting bod(ies) state how academic libraries should 

address marginalized students, or resources, services, spaces, and programming 

for / about them? 

• What are the institutional mission, vision, and values of the campus?   

o How do the institution’s mission, vision, and values address diversity, equity, and 

inclusion? 

o Do the institution’s mission, vision, and values state how academic libraries 

should address marginalized students, or resources, services, spaces, and 

programming for / about them? 

• What are the sociocultural values and beliefs that influence how the institution—and the 

library—meet its mission? 
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o Which campus entities are empowered to define and carry out the work of 

diversity, equity, and inclusion? 

o Are the campus, the library, identity centers, and other power structures on 

campus in alignment with their definitions of diversity, equity, and inclusion, 

and how to carry out that work? 

Action 1: If federal and state law do not prescribe how the academic library must address 

diversity, equity, inclusion, and marginalized students, the library must then align with campus 

accreditors and institutional policy, mission, vision, and values. 

Action 2: If the campus accreditors and institutional policy, mission, vision, and values do not 

prescribe how the academic library must address diversity, equity, inclusion, and marginalized 

students, the library will have some freedom to pursue these goals. 

Step 3: Recognize the Exosystems that Impact the Library and Student Experience in the Now 

• How have current changes in the following impacted the library and student experience 

on campus: 

o Budget cuts; 

o Staffing levels or reorganizations; 

o Changes in leadership; 

o Campus reorganizations. 

• Name the library spaces, resources, services, and programming impacted by these 

changes, and how they have been impacted; 

• Identify how these changes have impacted the students. 
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Action 1: Identify the staffing, budget, technology, and training opportunities that the library 

currently has, or will need, to define the baseline scope and priorities of its diversity, equity, and 

inclusion work; 

Action 2: Identify the campus partners and off campus stakeholders who can share staffing, 

budget, and resources to define the desired scope and priorities of its diversity, equity, and 

inclusion work. 

Step 4: Make Friends in the Mesosystem to Build Welcoming, Inclusive Campus Spaces 

• How does the academic library partner with other entities on campus to provide safe, 

inclusive, welcoming spaces for students to support their academic and personal identity 

development and retention? 

• What relationship does the academic library have with identity centers on campus, 

including the LGBT resource center?  How can these centers collaborate and get into 

each other’s spaces so that all students can benefit from what the library and centers have 

to offer?  

Action 1: Identify the common goals and objectives that the academic library has with identity 

centers, including the LGBT resource center. 

Action 2: Identify what types of spaces, resources, services, and programming can be 

collaborative across the library and identity centers so that students can clearly see that what the 

library provides—and what the identity centers provide—would apply to them and represent 

them; 

Action 3: The academic library should learn best practices from identity center staff to determine 

how to make students feel seen and feel safe in campus spaces.   
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Step 5: Monitor the Microsystems: Develop Student Centered Strategic Planning and 

Implementation 

• What student populations use the academic library?  What resources, services, 

programming, and spaces do they use, and why?  How do these groups perceive the 

academic library? 

• What student populations do not use the academic library?  How do these groups 

perceive the academic library?  What resources, services, programming, or spaces would 

make them more likely to use the library?   

• Where are students finding “library-like” resources, services, programming, and spaces? 

• How do faculty, class assignments, peer attitudes, and other factors impact student use or 

non-use of the library? 

Action 1: Identify the structures and organizations on campus that would facilitate opportunities 

to gather student input about the library.   

Action 2: Provide a variety of experiences for students to provide input on the library (online 

surveys, focus groups, individual interviews, comment boxes, etc).  

Action 3: Identify the individuals, organizations, and entities that the students would trust, and 

deputize them to provide the spaces and labor to collect the data from peers for the most honest, 

authentic responses. 

Action 4: Review all student feedback on the library and do not take it personally!  Share any 

relevant feedback with the appropriate student organization or identity center for clarification or 

potential collaboration. 
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Action 5: Engage students in developing and implementing welcoming, inclusive library 

resources, services, spaces, and programming in collaboration with their student organizations 

and identity centers.   

Implications for Research 

LGBTQ+ college students exist in all higher education environments, but researchers 

have yet to capture how all of them make sense of their environment, how they perceive and 

locate safe spaces in their environment, and who actually creates the safe spaces for these 

individuals.  Most ecological system theory research related to LGBTQ+ students attempts to 

apply a systems theory model developed by researchers to spaces and experiences created by 

administrators.  Future studies should provide comparisons of administration’s intent for spaces, 

resources, and services with that of the LGBTQ+ students’ perception and experiences using 

those spaces, resources, and services on their campuses.  These researchers will see that, in some 

instances, there may be a mismatch in intent and lived experience. 

Since starting my dissertation research, I went from working as an academic librarian to 

working as an Education Director at a men’s correctional facility.  While this may sound like a 

radically different environment from a private residential liberal arts college, they are parallel 

environments.  Northern Lights College LGBTQ+ students who watched a documentary about 

CeCe MacDonald (a famous transgender resident who served her sentence at the facility where I 

work) noticed several major similarities between the two institutions.  First, the students noted 

that the correctional facility looked like a small college campus.  Second, they saw that the 

correctional facility had a library and educational spaces.  Last but not least, they recognized the 

fact that gay, bisexual, and transgender people could exist in men’s prisons, though they may or 

may feel safe to be out as they would not have appropriate spaces or resources available to them 
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to adapt to the prison environment, build resilience, or achieve their personal, academic, or 

professional goals.  As state correctional systems strive to replicate college programs at their 

facilities and provide a comparable, equitable educational experience for their incarcerated 

students, they must also take into consideration the needs of LGBTQ+ incarcerated students.  At 

this time, the federal Prison Rape Elimination Act (PREA), state correctional system policies 

defining what is contraband, prison library collection development policies that must adhere to 

the state contraband policies, state laws restricting free Internet access to incarcerated people, 

impact LGBTQ+ identity development, visibility, and access to LGBTQ+ library resources and 

services.  Restrictive state laws and correctional policies not only impact the learning experience 

and safety of LGBTQ+ incarcerated college students, but all incarcerated college students. To 

uplift the most marginalized college students in our society, those entities engaged in higher 

education provision to incarcerated students would greatly benefit from studies of how Vaccaro, 

Russell, and Koob’s “Minoritized Identities of Sexuality and Gender (MIoSG) Students and 

Context Model” would apply to LGBTQ+ students in prison and the impact of prison libraries on 

their personal and academic development.  To study this small subsection of the prison college 

student population would have implications for the larger cisgender heterosexual prison college 

student population as well.   

Intervention: Creating Safe Spaces for LGBTIQ+ Incarcerated Students 

Step 1: Identify the federal and state laws and Department of Corrections policies that address 

LGBTIQ+ identities in correctional facilities. 

• What rights, if any, do LGBTIQ+ incarcerated people have to express their sexual 

orientation or gender identity? 

• What protections, if any, do LGBTIQ+ people have during their incarceration? 
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Action 1: Ensure that all staff at the correctional facility, including education staff and prison 

librarian, receive training on the rights and protections that LGBTIQ+ people have during their 

incarceration. 

Action 2: Ensure that all staff at the correctional facility, including education staff and prison 

librarian, learn about pronouns, the different LGBTIQ+ identities, and the concerns and needs of 

LGBTIQ+ incarcerated people. 

Action 3: During orientation for the incarcerated people upon intake, in addition to the federally 

mandated instruction about the Prison Rape Elimination Act, educate incarcerated people about 

pronoun usage, the different LGBTIQ+ identities, and how to interact prosocially with cell mates 

and others who may be different from them.   

Step 2: Find allies across the facility to support the creation of welcoming, inclusive spaces for 

LGBTIQ+ incarcerated people. 

• Seek buy in, input, and best practices in provision of services to LGBTIQ+ incarcerated 

people from  

o Health Services 

o Behavioral Health  

o Case Management  

Action: Discuss the possibility of developing a “network of safety” within the prison, what that 

would look like, and how it would be implemented. 

Step 3: To the extent which it would be allowed by federal and state law, Corrections policies, 

and contraband policy, integrate some LGBTIQ+ topics into the classroom curriculum and 

library resources. 

• Does the prison library have books or other materials about LGBTIQ+ topics? 
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• Does the classroom curricula cover any LGBTIQ+ topics? 

• Are prison library books and curricula inclusive of all racial / ethnic / religious ethnic 

groups within the prison population? 

Action 1: In consultation with security staff, behavioral health, and prison librarian consortia, 

determine which LGBTIQ+ books would be most appropriate for an incarcerated population and 

add them to the collection. 

Action 2: Inform education staff of the new LGBTIQ+ materials in the library collection, and 

seek their buy in and input on adding diverse topics that provide representation to their 

curriculum. 

Action 3: Pilot introducing the new LGBTIQ+ material with a select group of students from 

different reading levels and academic programs.   

• Record their response and any feedback the students may provide. 

• Ask them if they have further questions or suggestions. 

Step 4. Build a Diversity Committee of incarcerated persons who could seek peer input on 

information resources and programming about race, religion, gender, sexual orientation, 

disability, and diversity-themed months.   

• Determine who would be the most appropriate unit or staff to oversee the work of this 

committee; 

• Ensure that the charge, objectives, and goals of the committee are made with the 

incarcerated people and are in alignment with federal and state law, and corrections 

policies; 
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• Construct clear eligibility requirements for Diversity Committee participation, as well as 

the responsibilities that committee members would have, and a code of conduct they 

would need to follow. 

In the United States of America, depending on state law and corrections policies and procedures, 

LGBTIQ+ incarcerated people may or may not be asked to identify their sexual orientation, 

gender identity, or pronouns upon intake.  These individuals may choose not to self-disclose 

during their incarceration if they perceive that security staff or peers will be hostile to them.  At 

the same time, it is estimated that the percentage of LGBTIQ+ people in the United States who 

commit crimes and serve prison sentences is much higher than the percentage of LGBTIQ+ 

people in the general population.  For this reason, safety for LGBTIQ+ people in prison, and 

appropriate education for and about LGBTIQ+ people in prison, will reduce mental health issues, 

assaults, and suicides in correctional facilities.  

Call to Action 

 Campus climates for LGBTQ+ students, BIPOC students, and LGBTQ+ BIPOC students, 

are under siege in 2023 as federal and state governments in the United States explore and pass 

restrictive laws that impact what professors can teach, what librarians put on the shelves, and 

even what type of symbols, pictures, or programming can be shown in public.  College campuses 

in some states have had to comply with state laws that restrict transgender rights, which has had 

a major impact on whether or not transgender students in those states will pursue postsecondary 

education, or even pursue adult life, period.   

 Academic librarians, this is a call to action.  This is a call to action to save young 

LGBTQ+ lives, to save young BIPOC lives, and to save LGBTQ+ BIPOC lives.  Make the type 

of spaces that these students request.  Make LGBTQ+ resources in all formats easily accessible.  
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Recruit and retain diverse librarians who may have “LGBT Librarian” in their job title, or have 

those librarians who are appropriately trained, ready, and willing to wear buttons or name badges 

that indicate a show of LGBTQ+ solidarity.  Build networks and coalitions with all identity 

centers on campus to build and overlap resources and services in all spaces that LGBTQ+ 

BIPOC students frequent.  These are small gestures that literally can save lives, all in a day’s 

work and part of the average academic librarian’s job description.   

Do the work that the antiracist workshops tell you to do without defensiveness.  Question 

what information literacy means.  Question what elements of information literacy are elitist 

gatekeeping or advancement of the white colonialist enterprise.  Show support and advocacy 

through inclusive collection development practices, liaison librarians to identity centers, and 

outreach in all physical and online spaces that students frequent to study, do research, and 

socialize.  Last but not least, review the mission, vision, and strategic plan of your library and 

ask yourselves who wrote and contributed to those documents that provide the foundation for 

your library space, resources, and services.  Did students—your main users—contribute at all to 

the mission, vision, and strategic plan for the library?  Are the mission, vision, and strategic plan 

truly inclusive to build student centered resources, services, and library spaces?  Academic 

librarians, the work that you do to re-imagine library resources, services, and spaces for your 

students can save lives.  In 2022, it is critical to hear from our LGBTQ+ and BIPOC students 

that the library supported their success not only as students, but as global citizens who will be 

determined to live to adulthood and pursue their personal, academic, and professional goals.     
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Appendix A: Definitions 

Adaptation: The process of acclimation or adjustment to new environments or imposed 

conditions.  A combination of inner traits and support systems in the new environment may help 

a person adapt and build resilience.  In this study, I will find out if academic libraries play any 

role in helping LGBT undergraduates adapt to their college environments. 

Ecological systems theory: Also known as “the Bioecological model”.  A theory of how 

different environmental systems impact a person’s development.  Urie Bronfenbrenner first 

developed this theory in the 1970s, identifying five environmental systems in which a human 

being interacts.  This theory provides the framework and context for researchers who study the 

relationship between and individual, the spaces they inhabit, their community, and the wider 

society in order to determine impact on personal development.  The individual’s inner traits, 

identified by Bronfenbrenner as a person’s biology, is also considered an environmental system 

that a person brings into contact with new, unfamiliar environments and experiences.  The inner 

traits a person brings into an environment, combined with any supportive resources that the 

person may discover in the outer environments, will allow a person to adapt and build resilience.  

This model, along with D’Augelli’s lesbian gay bisexual lifespan development model, are the 

foundations of Vaccaro’s MIoSG Students and Context Model. 

Identity development: In the context of this study, identity development will refer to the 

cognitive and interpersonal processes that an individual will experience as they build a distinct 

sense of self.  Individuals have multiple identities.  Depending on the situation and the 

individual, identity development may happen in stages across the lifespan, or the process may 

repeat itself in each new environment that the individual enters.  In this study, I will focus on the 
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role of academic libraries in building college student identity and supporting sexual orientation 

or gender identity development among traditional LGBT undergraduates.  

LGBTQ: An acronym for “lesbian”, “gay”, “bisexual”, “transgender”, and “queer”.  “Lesbian” 

(a female-identified person attracted to other female-identified people), “gay” (a male-identified 

person attracted to other male-identified people), and “bisexual” (a person who is attracted to 

people of both sexes and both sexual orientations) all are identities based on sexual orientation.  

“Transgender” is an umbrella term for those people whose gender identity or gender expression 

differs from their assigned sex from birth. The term “transgender” includes people whose gender 

identity is the opposite of their assigned sex (trans men and trans women), people who do not 

identify as strictly masculine or feminine (genderqueer people, who include bigender, pangender, 

genderfluid, or agender individuals), and people who identify as belonging to a third gender, who 

often come from indigenous cultures.  Transgender people may also identify as lesbian, gay, or 

bisexual. A growing number of LGBT individuals choose to identify as “queer.”  “Queer” is an 

umbrella term that people may use to describe themselves if they are not heterosexual, not 

cisgender, or neither heterosexual nor cisgender. The difference between “queer” and “LGBT” is 

that queer people actively reject traditional sexual orientations and gender identities, and 

sometimes reject heteronormative and homonormative structures and politics as well.  

Lesbian gay bisexual (LGB) lifespan development model: Anthony D’Augelli constructed the 

lesbian gay bisexual lifespan development model.  This identity development theory, specific to 

lesbians, gays, and bisexuals, shows the role that different environments and oppression plays in 

LGB identity development.  As LGB individuals exit familiar environments and enter new ones, 

according to D’Augelli, they must re-negotiate the coming out process each time, which impacts 
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all other aspects of their development. This model, along with Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological 

model, are the foundations of Vaccaro’s MIoSG Students and Context Model. 

Microaggressions: The unconscious, brief, commonplace exchanges that denigrate marginalized 

populations.  This concept, originally described by African American Harvard University 

Education & Psychiatry Professor Chester M. Pierce in 1974 to address what whites often say to 

people of color, was officially named by Columbia Psychology Professor Derald Wing Sue in 

2007 and expanded to address gender, class, ability, sexual orientation, gender identity, and other 

marginalized distinctions (Pierce, 1974; Sue, Capodilupo, Torino, Bucceri, et al, 2007; Sue 

2010).  

MIoSG: “Minoritized identities of sexuality and gender”.  A term and acronym developed by 

Vaccaro, Russell, and Koob to describe LGBTQ students in the most inclusive way possible 

(Vaccaro, Russell, & Koob, 2015).  I have chosen not to adopt this acronym as a replacement for 

LGBTQ throughout my study because “minoritized” implies an identity enforced upon someone, 

as opposed to an identity that has developed organically or that someone has selected for 

themselves.  For this reason, the MIoSG will only be used in the full name of Vaccaro, Russell, 

and Koob’s MIoSG Students and Context Model. 

Perception: “The way in which something is regarded, understood, or interpreted” (Oxford 

Living Dictionaries, 2017a).  In the context of this study, “perception” will mean the 

interpretation of an environment by an LGBTQ undergraduate based on internal factors and past 

experiences. 

Resilience: A human being’s ability to return to a calm, balanced state after a challenging, 

anxiety inducing situation (American Psychological Association, 2017).  Resilience is also called 

“mental toughness” or “plasticity” by researchers which is very different from the APA notion 
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(Boon, Cottrell, King, Stevenson, & Millar, 2012; D’Augelli, 1994; Erikson, 1968; Higa, Hoppe, 

Lindhorst, et al, 2014; Lefebvre & Levert, 2014; Mahoney et al., 2013; Nelson & Lund, 2017).  

Without resilience, it is difficult to adapt to new environments or experiences.  In the context of 

this study, I want to find out if academic libraries play a role in building resilience in the 

academic and social environments of college for traditional LGBT undergraduates.  

Retention: A term frequently used in higher education to describe the continuous enrollment and 

credit completion of an undergraduate student through graduation (Hagedorn, n.d.).  Retention is 

also known as “persistence.”  The retention of first year students is of particular concern, as the 

first year is often the most challenging.  Higher education institutions continually assess and 

attempt to improve their spaces, resources, and services to improve retention rates.  For LGBTQ 

undergraduates, retention is often tied to campus climate as well as external factors (Beemyn, 

2003; Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2014; Campus Pride, 2010; Daniels & Geiger, 

2010; Grant et al., 2014; Kirby, 2011; Kosciw & Boesen, 2015; Lust, 2012; Manning et al., 

2014; Millet, 2015; Rankin, 2011; Sanlo & Espinoza, 2012; Strayhorn & Mullins, 2012; 

Tetreault, 2013; Vega, 2013).  In the context of this study, I want to find out if academic libraries 

play a role in retaining traditional LGBT undergraduates.  

Safe space: In the context of higher education environments, a safe space is a place—whether 

physical or virtual—where students and faculty can express themselves, learn, and grow without 

discrimination, harassment, assault, or any other form of psychological, emotional, or physical 

harm (Wexelbaum, 2016b).  LGBTQ undergraduates place a high priority on safe spaces in the 

academic environment, and historically have identified the library as a safe space (Wexelbaum, 

2017).  I want to find out if current traditional LGBT undergraduates perceive their academic 
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libraries as safe spaces in the same way, or to the same extent, that LGBT undergraduates of 

previous generations had done. 

Value: “The regard that something is held to deserve; the importance, worth, or usefulness of 

something” (Oxford Living Dictionaries, 2017b).  In the context of this study, “value” will mean 

the importance, worth, or usefulness of a space, resource, or service within the higher education 

environment.  I will determine how and why LGBT undergraduates may value their academic 

libraries based on perception and experience in those spaces. 
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Appendix B: Informed Consent Form 

 

Consent to Participate in an Interview 

 “Impact of Academic Libraries on LGBT+ Undergraduates” Dissertation 

 

Invitation to participate in a research study  

Rachel Wexelbaum, doctoral student in the Higher Education Administration program at St. 

Cloud State University and Librarian, invites you to participate in a research study that will 

gather information to help academic libraries improve their LGBT+ resources and services for 

undergraduates. The purpose of the study is to determine how the academic library helps LGBT+ 

undergraduates personally, academically, or otherwise during their time in college. 

  

Description of your involvement  

If you agree to be part of the research study, you will be asked to participate in one face to face 

interview, to be conducted either at the Lord, the Gender and Sexuality Center, or Zoom. We will 

discuss how you use the library, what you think about the library, how use of the library has 

impacted you personally, academically, or otherwise, and whether or not you use similar 

resources at the university and how those places may help you. 

 

Privacy 

To protect the privacy of all participants, the focus group will take place in a private, neutral 

location on campus, and all participants will sign a confidentiality agreement. The interview will 

last about one hour, and we will take notes on the discussion to make sure that it is recorded 

accurately.  

 

Benefits  

While you may not receive a direct benefit from participating in this research, some people find 

sharing their stories to be a valuable experience. We hope that this study will contribute to the 

improvement of social support systems for those who provide care to others.  

 

Risks and discomforts  

Answering questions or talking with others about LGBT+ issues, coming out, identity, and 

personal safety can be difficult. You may choose not to answer any discussion question and you 

can stop your participation in the focus group at any time. The interviewer will have a list of 

local agencies that can provide you with additional information or support if you are interested.  

 

Compensation  

Compensation for your time is at the discretion of the Gender and Sexuality Center Director. 

 

Confidentiality  

Information obtained in connection with this study is confidential. If an individual is written 

about in the dissertation, they will receive a pseudonym. Other identifying factors, such as the 

name of the institution where they go to school, will be changed. Aside from that, information 

from interviews will be reported as aggregated (group) results. Although the names of individual 

subjects will be kept confidential, there is a possibility that you may be identifiable by your 

comments in the published research. You will have an opportunity to review the text and 
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withdraw comments prior to publication. We plan to publish the results of this study, but will not 

include any information that would identify you personally. 

 

To keep your information safe, the notes from the interview will be stored in a password 

protected file space until a typed copy of the transcript has been created. The transcript will be 

saved on a password-protected hard drive of a computer. The researchers will enter study data on 

a computer that is password-protected and uses special coding to protect the information. 

 

To protect confidentiality, real names will not be used in the written copy of the discussion.  

  

There are some reasons why people other than the researchers may need to see information you 

provided as part of the study. This includes organizations responsible for making sure the 

research is done safely and properly. Because this study does address safety and campus climate, 

if you tell us something that makes us believe that you or others have been or may be physically 

harmed, we may report that information to the appropriate agencies. 

 

Voluntary nature of the study  

Participating in this study is completely voluntary. Even if you decide to participate now, you 

may change your mind and stop at any time. You may choose not to answer a focus group 

question for any reason.  

 

Contact information  

If you have any questions about the study right now, please ask right away. If you have 

additional questions later about this research, contact Rachel Wexelbaum, 

rswexelbaum@gmail.com, (320) 241-7698. 

 

If you have any questions about your rights as a research participant, please contact the St. Cloud 

State University Institutional Review Board, Office of Sponsored Programs, (320) 308-4932, St. 

Cloud State University, 720 4th Avenue South, St. Cloud, MN 56301, osp@stcloudstate.edu. 

 

Consent  

By signing this document, you are agreeing to be in the study. You will be given a copy of this 

document for your records and one copy will be kept with the study records. Be sure that 

questions you have about the study have been answered and that you understand what you are 

being asked to do. You may contact the researcher if you think of a question later.  

 

Your signature indicates that you are at least 18 years of age, that you have read the information 

provided above, and you have consented to participate. You may withdraw from the study at any 

time without penalty after signing this form. 

 

I agree to participate in the study. As part of my consent, I agree to have my comments recorded. 

 

  

Signature 

 

Printed Name 

mailto:rswexelbaum@gmail.com
mailto:osp@stcloudstate.edu
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Appendix C: Interview Key 

How long have you been at [institution], and what is your major? 

 

What made you decide to enroll at [institution]? 

 

Library 

 

o What do you think about it? 

o Past experiences 

o Influence of others on impression 

o First visit / first impression 

 

o How do you use it? 

o Influence of others on use 

 

Safe Space 

 

o Is the library a safe space for you?  Why or why not? 

o What other places on campus are safe for you / why? 

 

Identity Development 

 

o How have your library experiences impacted your development as a student? 

o Library impact on personal challenges 

o Library impact on academic challenges 

o How have your library experiences impacted your LGBTQ+ identity development? 

 

 

LGBT Resource Center 

 

o What do you think about it? 

o Past experiences 

o Influence of others on impression 

o First visit / first impression 

 

o How do you use it? 

o Influence of others on use 

o Is the LGBT resource center a safe space for you?  Why or why not? 

 

Needs of LGBT Students 

 

o How well does the library serve the needs of LGBT students?  What can it do better? 

o How well does the LGBT resource center serve the needs of LGBT students?  What can 

it do better? 
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Appendix D: Notes from [Northern Lights] Tour and Staff Interviews  

Author Findings from the[Lord] Library Tour 

 Prior to interviewing the students about their experiences in and observations of the Lord, 

I decided to take my own tour and interview two of the librarians to learn about the space, 

resources, and services.  The Lord Library dean supported this study and indicated that I should 

interview the Collection Development Librarian and Reference & Instruction Librarian who is 

liaison to the Gender Studies programs for more information about how the Lord Library 

provides LGBTQ+ resources, services, programming, and spaces.  Each of the librarians have a 

unique perspective of the library and campus climate based on their identities and the role that 

they play in the institution. 

 The Collection Development Librarian is a cisgender heterosexual female librarian of 

color.  She had worked at Northern Lights since July 2015, and had applied for the position 

because it looked interesting, she had a good feel for the campus and her potential colleagues, 

and she liked the library director.  It was the smallest college she had ever worked.  While the 

Collection Development Librarian works at Northern Lights and speaks positively about the 

library and institution, she lives in the Cities.   

 The Collection Development Librarian says that since she has been at Carleton she has 

made sure that the library has increased their subscriptions to Gender Studies / LGBTQ+ Studies 

journals and databases, and that diversity, equity, and inclusion issues are important to her.  At 

the same time, she was not sure exactly who on campus was most engaged in this work.  While 

the Collection Development Librarian noted how supportive the campus was toward LGBTQ+ 

students, staff, and research support, she did not speak with the same candor about support 

toward racial diversity.  Without naming names or speaking directly to specific issues, the 
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Collection Development Librarian did hint that “little things” [microaggressions and 

inappropriate incidents] happen from time to time on campus among students, between students 

and staff, or among staff.  She also noted, without speaking to anything specific, that Northern 

Lights employees of color who lived in [Location redacted] would note “little things” that would 

happen in town or on campus.  She did not feel as comfortable as the students to speak freely 

about what those things could be.   

 The Reference and Instruction Librarian is a white cisgender heterosexual female 

librarian.  She had worked at Northern Lights since 2018, and considers her position a promotion 

from where she had previously worked.  She took the job at Northern Lights but also lives in the 

Cities due to having family there.  She is one of seven full time Reference and Instruction 

librarian at Northern Lights, and she noted that they share a science liaison librarian with St. Olaf 

College. 

 The Reference and Instruction Librarian believes that the way the library supports 

diversity, equity, and inclusion is through collection development and providing strong academic 

research support on topics related to diversity, equity, and inclusion.  She stated that the library is 

“trying to bring things to students where they are at—the campus has a lot of resources so we 

[the library] don’t have to have them or do all the things—we refer students to those other places 

and resources, like the food pantry for example”.  An example of such a resource is the GSC 

Library.  While the Lord also has LGBTQ+ books, the GSC library books are catalogued in the 

Lord’s online catalog and circulate through the Lord’s online circulation system.  Students may 

get the impression that they should go to the GSC for LGBTQ+ books, and may unintentionally 

be directed to that location to search for those books.  
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The Reference and Instruction Librarian did not know all of the community resources 

available to students, but she did know that there was a campus equity and diversity committee 

that weighs in on developing these resources.  She said that the work of the campus equity and 

diversity committee was starting to make the library “…look…at how we talk about our [library] 

services/places that use jargon or outsider language that may be othering”.   

 Both the Collection Development Librarian and Reference and Instruction Librarian 

know that LGBTQ+ employees, LGBTQ+ students, and LGBTQ+ student employees frequent 

the Lord, but neither of them could speak to how these students inhabited the campus or their 

feelings toward Northern Lights College.  They noted that they did see students napping on 

couches and lay claim to different library spaces in different ways, but they could not speak to 

which populations of students were most likely to sleep in the library or use particular spaces 

over others.  The library at large did not look at library usage stats to know how frequently 

LGBTQ+ resources are used, or who uses the resources.  Neither of the librarians were aware of 

barriers in the library for LGBTQ+ students, faculty, or community members; both mentioned 

that the Lord had new gender neutral bathrooms on the main floor.  Both librarians believe that 

the library dean would support new LGBTQ+ resources, services, spaces, and programming in 

the Lord provided that they could be funded and be sustainable.   

Author Findings from the Interview with Gender and Sexuality Center Director 

 Before interviewing students about their experiences in the GSC, I interviewed the 

Northern Lights College Gender and Sexuality Center Director.  The GSC Director is a white 

non-binary gay man.  While the majority of students and alumni who frequent the GSC are 

white, the majority of students working for the GSC are QTBIPOC students. 
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 The GSC Director made it clear to me that the students working for the GSC are “peer 

leaders”, and that they are of a different classification than generic Carleton student employees.  

They are employed through the Division of Student Life, and are engaged in a formal peer leader 

program.  The students’ professional development involves specific training related to the 

content areas addressed by the GSC.  This means that they receive special training to talk about 

gender, sexuality, LGBTQ+ issues, and how to counsel students to talk about wellness, sleep, 

sexual health, and general life skills.  The peer leaders also must participate in professional 

development experiences—spring training, fall training, and winter conferences with the other 

Peer Leaders on campus, to discuss the work they are doing in their units, to figure out how to 

collaborate with each other, and to celebrate themselves for the work they were able to 

accomplish and how they are accomplishing their career goals.  The opportunity to become a 

Peer Leader is not based on financial aid; job offers are based on the quality of student interview 

responses to assess what they want out of the position, what they can bring to the job, and how 

they can build the team.  The student centers are working on developing a central collaboration 

space where student leaders can do more intentional collaborative program planning. 

 The Gender and Sexuality Center Director stated that there was an intentionality behind 

hiring QTBIPOC peer leaders to work at the GSC, as he had received multiple complaints from 

students that the GSC felt “too white”.  Now that the GSC peer leaders are predominantly 

QTBIPOC students, he hopes that their presence and perspectives will disrupt some of the “it 

feels too white” thinking.  The GSC Director was not sure at that time what official strategies to 

implement to improve the climate of the GSC for students who did express that the center “feels 

too white”.  The historical relationship between the Gender and Sexuality Center, the TRIO 

office, and Multicultural Student Services due to their original proximity in a previous campus 
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building made it simple for the GSC Director to work with these offices to recruit QTBIPOC 

students to work in the GSC. 
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Appendix E: White Student Robin: Codes, Themes, Transcript, and Map 

CODES        THEMES  
 

Feel like I went to summer camp      Campus “fit” (Robin) 
We’re going to help each other 
Collaborative environment 
 
Feel like I went to summer camp          Safe space (Robin)  
We’re going to help each other 
Collaborative environment 
Freedom to explore without judgement of my parents 
Able to try on new things and choose a new one 
My dorm room 
Sayles Center 
Weitz Center for Arts and Creativity-my favorite space 
The Lord (Library) 
I’ve definitely taken naps in the library 
Neutral (student workers) 
People just kind of let you do your thing 
I’ve never been harassed or anything 
People are there to get work done 
Relax with coloring books 
The GSC 
A place where trans students talk about gender related things 
Space where trans students from different classes and age groups can connect 
They have baked goods sometimes 
All my friends and coworkers are actually queer trans and our bosses are accepting 
All the work we do is with people like us 
All collaborative work 
Building together 
pretty much every group at Northern Lights has at least one queer student 
Not “the trans student” but just like A BLANKET, LIKE queer student 
People are treating each other decently in the center 
Personal intimate discussions in a capella group and science fiction group which is also very 
queer 
 
Feel like I went to summer camp    Why chose Northern Lights (Robin)  
We’re going to help each other 
Collaborative environment 
Away from home 
Freedom to explore without judgement of my parents 
Able to try on new things and choose a new one 
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CODES       THEMES 
 
I did really like the public library in my home town         Experience / Comfort in libraries (Robin) 
siblings and I would go there 
get books 
hang out and read books 
we would drive ourselves there if we didn’t want to be home 
at the public library we did find a little bit of like YA fiction about like queer characters 
didn’t really use the school library that much  
only when I had to for class 
only had academic stuff 
things that are in this library are like purely for different subject areas of school 
LGBT issues were not an area of study in my high school 
 
Had to sort of build like a friendship network   Challenges at College (Robin) 
Time management 
Writing papers 
How to balance sleep and school work and still…spend time with friends 
Questioning my gender identity 
 
Freshman year questioning my gender identity                        LGBT identity exploration (Robin) 
At first I thought I was a woman because people expected me to be one 
I got to cross 
I did a lot of self-exploration to figure out why I actually am 
 
Finding articles         Information seeking (Robin) 
Reading books 
Catalog and databases 
Librarians and professors 
Discussion groups at GSC 
 
Books                 Information format pref (Robin) 
Articles 
 
               Lord Library help with LGBT identity exploration (Robin) 
Implicitly, LGBT identity development happens at the Lord  
Senior project psychology related looking at gender minority stress model and transgender 
youth 
reading some of the things that I’ve gotten for my senior thesis that are about LGBT people 
do some self-reflection as I’m reading 
thinking about how the research was done. 
I see myself in this.  I don’t see myself in this. 
I haven’t like explicitly talked to anyone at [the Lord] about that 
my own reflection as I’m reading things for my senior thesis project 
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GSC help with LGBT identity exploration (Robin) 
A place where trans students talk about gender related things 
Space where trans students from different classes and age groups can connect 
GSC was a really big place where I met people and made friends as a freshman 
Maybe it’s because I’m a senior and seniors think they have it all figured out and they don’t 
need to go to the GSC 
People are treating each other decently in the center 
 
          Northern Lights support w LGBT identity exploration (Robin) 
Freedom to explore without judgement of my parents 
Able to try on new things and choose a new one 
All my friends and coworkers are actually queer trans and our bosses are accepting 
pretty much every group at Northern Lights has at least one queer student 
Not “the trans student” but just like A BLANKET, LIKE queer student 
Personal intimate discussions in a capella group and science fiction group which is also very 
queer 
 
Feel like I went to summer camp                Belonging/Community (Robin) 
We’re going to help each other 
Collaborative environment 
All my friends and coworkers are actually queer trans and our bosses are accepting 
All the work we do is with people like us 
All collaborative work / Building together 
pretty much every group at Northern Lights has at least one queer student 
Not “the trans student” but just like A BLANKET, LIKE queer student 
 
Very helpful for academic stuff           Lord Library helped student dev (Robin) 
Very helpful when I was a freshman 
Library experiences helped me grow as a student 
time management 
finding a good place to study where I won’t be too distracted 
working on study skills 
being able to find good articles for projects I’m working on 
Good place to go if you want a quiet place to think  
[use] once a week 
Mostly academic support 
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CODES       THEMES 
 
Writing Center / use the Writing Center         Helpful resources at Lord Library (Robin) 
coloring books and sun lamps 
doing research for my senior project…go in there, get a lot of books for that 
visit psychology research specialist helps me do projects 
interlibrary loan 
get support with my essays 
Use the Lord computers a lot 
Have like different statistics programs and Microsoft Office 
[has] all those things I don’t have on my laptop 
use the computers 
printing at the Lord 
study rooms like little tables all around that I can use 
different areas depending on what environment you want 
you can go to a silent study area 
open area of study and it’s a bit louder 
 
naps in the library               Non-academic use of the Lord Library (Robin) 
comfy couches 
silent dance party 
reading days right before finals 
big group of people that get the same play list 
congregate together, press play at the same time, dance silently around the Lord during finals 
reclaim the space as like somewhere that’s also fun as well as somewhere that’s for studying 
 
saw that there’s a library in there                 helpful GSC resources (Robin) 
I would just go in there and find those books and read them 
It’s like an extension of the library 
Easier because everything on that shelf is on queer things 
Discussion groups 
I go to…gender discussion group 
A place where a bunch of trans students like go and talk about gender related things 
Things that are happening at [Northern Lights] around gender 
Sometimes projects and activities around gender 
Space where trans students from different classes and age groups can connect 
Did a mentoring program through the GSC 
They have baked goods there sometimes. I’ve gone just for that 
Board game night 
GSC was a really big place where I met people and made friends as a freshman 
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               Information Access in the Lord (Robin) 

Good portion of [books and articles] through ILL  
If you go and explore the shelves in the library and really dig into the books, you will find things 
[the books] aren’t pulled out…on the front or whatever that would get the most attention 
except sometimes during LGBT History Month 
the Gender and Sexuality Center is easier because everything on that shelf is about queer things 
 
                  Information Access in the GSC (Robin) 
the Gender and Sexuality Center is easier because everything on that shelf is about queer things 
saw that there’s a library in there     
I would just go in there and find those books and read them 
It’s like an extension of the library 
A place where a bunch of trans students like go and talk about gender related things 
Easier because everything on that shelf is on queer things 
Space where trans students from different classes and age groups can connect 
Did a mentoring program through the GSC 
 
                 Accessibility of Spaces (Robin) 
The GSC is pretty far 
in like the corner of campus 
by some of the senior townhouse residents 
pretty far away from the academic buildings 
indoor path halfway between student center and GSC, the rest is outside 
GSC is very tucked away…in some ways is good…but makes it harder to access, particularly in 
winter 
Baked goods, discussion groups, game night make it worth walking there in the winter 
The Lord is right in the middle of all the activity buildings…really easy to access 
[the Lord]…two minute walk from where I am right now [my dorm] 
 
         Barriers on campus (Robin) 
depends on the student worker [in the Lord] 
one kid who like picked up my [LGBT] book and was kind of looking at it like, what is this about? 
[crumpling nose] 
I'll give them my ID with my chosen name on it and then my library stuff will be under my legal 
name, and I'll have to be like, now that I'm the same person 
you can update all that information and it’s through the registrar 
Which I didn’t realize for like the first couple months 
 
 
 
 

CODES       THEMES 
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        What the Lord can do better (Robin) 
could do more to like make LGBT books easier to find 
if you search it in the catalog, then you could like, go find it on the shelves 
there wasn’t a specific person that I could go and ask 
ended up like just asking my friends 
 
          What the GSC / Northern Lights could do better (Robin) 
Providing a list of resources for students who are transitioning 
How to get a legal name change done  
different like medical resources…ideas of like where to go  
there wasn’t a specific person that I could go and ask 
ended up like just asking my friends 
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[Northern Lights] Student Interview 1 (“Robin”) 
Senior, Psychology Major, White, Transgender non-binary, they / them / their pronouns 
 
Codes: 

• Student identity 

• Sexual orientation / gender identity development 

• Desire to go away from home  

• Comfort level with campus environment 

• Comfort level with campus culture 

• Favorite places 

• What’s in the favorite places 

• Reasons for going to favorite places 

• Special events in favorite places 

• Adaptation 

• Past experiences with public library 

• Past experiences with school library 

• Experience with the Lord  

• The Lord as safe space 

• How the Lord helped student development 

• How the Lord helped LGBTQ+ identity development 

• Reasons for going to GSC 

• GSC as source of support 

• Location of GSC in relation to dorm and classes 

• Location of the Lord in relation to dorm and classes 

• Changes in GSC impacting use 

• Other sources of support / socialization on campus 

• Reasons other groups / experiences are supportive 

• Things the Lord could do better 

• Things the GSC could do better 

• What student did because resource / service did not exist 

• Why people do not use the GSC 
 

 
RW Introduction: So the, the study that I'm doing focuses on the impact of academic libraries 
on LGBTQ+ undergraduates. The reason why I picked [Northern Lights] College as a research 
site is because you all have the good fortune of predominantly living on campus. So most of you 
have lived on campus at least your first year of college.  You have a resource center and you 
also have a library. Yeah. Yeah. So, um, so I thought this would be, you know, so I thought you 
all would have a lot to say about your experience. And so I'd love to hear about it.  
 
RW: Tell me a little bit about yourself in terms of how long you've been in [Northern Lights]. 
What's your major and why you decided to go to [Northern Lights]? 
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Student 1: Yeah. Okay, so I am a senior Psychology major. So this is my fourth year and I'm still 
living on campus. This is my dorm.  I decided to go to [Northern Lights] because I was coming to 
terms with my sexuality and gender identity. I was trying and wanted to figure all of this out 
away from home. I wanted to go to a small liberal arts college away from home. And so I was 
just like, going, looking at different colleges. This one was my favorite. I feel like I went to 
summer camp. 
The people were just really friendly and the campus was beautiful and I like all the resources 
like I guess impressed me and but mostly was like the environment and like the campus culture 
was more like we're going to help each other as opposed to like at other competitive schools. 
At other competitive schools, it's like we're going to try and be competitive and like getting like 
stab each other in the back to like get ahead. It [Northern Lights] was more of a collaborative 
environment.  
 
RW: Oh, wonderful. Okay.  Great, um, and so what are, what are some of your favorite places 
on campus? 
 
Student 1: I'm I love my dorm room. I'm in a very nice senior dorm room. Um, I also love the 
Sayles-Hill student center and I do really like The Lord. I go there, a lot for like doing homework 
and stuff. Um, and I also really like the Weitz Center, which is like our arts and creativity. So 
there's like dance studios and the theater in there where I work. And that's why my favorite 
spot.  
 
RW: Wonderful.  So when you were a first year student. Um, what were some of your biggest 
challenges when you first enrolled.  These could be academic challenges, personal challenges, 
social challenges, anything like that. 
 
Student 1: Um, well, the big one that comes to mind is like freshman year I was like questioning 
my gender identity and when I came into [Northern Lights]. At first I thought I was a woman 
because people expected me to be one. And then I got to cross. And I was like, Wait, hold up. 
Like, that doesn't check out that's not who I am and I like how I did a lot of like self-exploration 
to figure out why I actually am so that was a lot. I'm also like coming into this school and 
knowing zero people. So I had to like sort of build like a friendship network for myself.  
Academics were challenging the first two semesters so to I had to learn a lot about time 
management, and like how to prioritize things that really need to get done and like how to 
balance sleep and school work and like still occasionally spending time with friends enough like 
how to balance all that.   
 
RW: Okay.  Let’s taIk about the library. How has being a regular library user sort of impacted or 
helped or maybe not so much helped you with all those challenges? 
 
Student 1: I would definitely say that The Lord (We call it The Lord for short) is very helpful, like 
with academic stuff.  I went to the Writing Center there a lot as a freshman, where they like 
read through your papers with you and they help like they just yeah they help you out at your 
paper and make it better basically. And that was really, really helpful for me when I was 
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learning how to write better as freshmen.  The Lord is also, it's like a really good place to go if 
you want like quiet place to think.  They have like coloring books and like sun lamps in one area. 
So you can go there, just like relax and take a break and I would also do that a lot, freshman 
year.  Yeah. 
 
RW: Did you ever use the library to look up any information on LGBT topics or to look for, you 
know, LGBTQ+ related books or movies or anything like that? 
 
Student 1: So for that we actually saw at the Gender and Sexuality Resource Center cards and 
there's actually a library in there. So I would just go in there and find those books and read 
them.  It's like an extension of the library, but it's housed in the gender and sexuality center. 
 
RW: Okay, okay. Um, how often do, how often do you visit the library like once a month, once a 
week every day?   
 
Student 1: I would say probably once a week.  Yeah. Cool. Yeah, yeah. So this term, I'm doing 
research for my like senior project. And so I go in there, a lot to get books for that. Mm hmm. 
 
RW: Right. Right. And is your, is your senior project related to an LGBTQ+ topic? 
 
Student 1: Yeah, it's a psychology related. Yeah.  
 
RW: What’s your topic? I'd love to hear more about it. 
 
Student 1: I'm looking at the gender minority stress model and transgender youth. 
 
RW: Hmm, yeah. Cool. Yeah. So needed even now it's yeah i mean i'm at I'm at St. Cloud State 
University. And we have a pretty large transgender student population and non, you know, 
increasing non binary student population and some of those students come from very religious 
conservative households.  So, um, you know, so they only they only, you know, begin to start 
transitioning, maybe not with medical You know, maybe not medically maybe not with 
hormones and things like that. But you know the best they can, in college. So we have you 
know folks who are experiencing different levels of support while entering and experiencing 
college. So it's been, you know, so it's been kind of interesting.  I think our resource center and, 
you know, the faculty. We try to try to be as supportive as we can. But I think that some of the 
students struggle based on what they're facing at home.  Even if they live on campus 
sometimes they have peers who belong to the same church that they do  and they have this 
fear that people are going to go home and tell their families.  So I don't know. I mean, at Carlton 
everybody you know what I remember when I went to the open house so many of the people I 
talked to at the open house weren't even from Minnesota. They were from out of state.  How 
about you, and how does what I said do resonate at all with your research or what's going on a 
Carlton? 
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Student 1: Yeah, so I actually am from the state. Most of my friends are from out of state, um, 
and it sort of gave me like a freedom to explore her I was without the judgment of my parents. 
I think what you said is similar to my experience. I do come from a pretty conservative 
community. And that's a big part of why I didn't really explore things in high school. It was like, 
this [LGBTQ+ identity] is weird. This [LGBTQ+ identity] is not like accepted in my community. 
And then getting here like I was able to like try on different things and chose a new one, and 
then I told my family about it once I'd like gone through that process of like finding a new 
name.  So that was really nice. I know lots of other friends have really appreciated like not 
having their parents around for stuff like that.  So yeah, that definitely resonates. Sure. 
 
RW: Sure, sure.  What types of information or assistance do you seek in the library? 
 
Student 1: Hmm, um,  most of the time it's related to academics, so now I go visit the 
psychology like research specialist to, like, help me do research for projects that I'm working on 
or like the interlibrary loan. I've been using The Lord lot to get books and stuff for my senior 
thesis project.  I also use the writing center to get support with my essays.  Mostly academic 
support. OK, cool. 
 
RW: So, so far, you've borrowed books, used interlibrary loan, and the writing center.  You’ve 
used it for research, sort of like research consultation research support. Are there any other 
you know resources that you use when you're in the library like maybe databases or study 
rooms or equipment or anything like that? 
 
Student 1: Yeah, yeah. I use The Lord computers, a lot because they have like different statistics 
programs and like all the Microsoft Office suite or like all of those things that I don't necessarily 
have in my own laptop so I use the like computers, a lot for that, and printing in The Lord.  
Yeah, they have study rooms little like tables all around that I can sit at know we have different 
areas like depending what kind of environment you want you can go to like a silence study area 
or there's like a, like an open area of study and it's a little bit louder. 
 
RW: What are what are some non-academic things that you do in the library like you know 
sometimes people just like take a nap in the library or sometimes they like to have their lunch 
there. So aside from studying and getting schoolwork done, you know, what are some of those 
non-academic things you may do in the library? 
Student 1: I've definitely taking naps in the library. They have comfy couches and we also 
across. We have a tradition called the silent dance party, which happens like during reading 
days right before finals.  The library makes a playlist and you download it on your phone. You 
put your headphones in.  And then there's just like a big group of people that all get the same 
playlist, they congregate together, lpress play at the same time and then dance silently around 
The Lord during finals. So that's definitely a nonacademic thing that I've done. It's just like a 
good way to relieve stress.  And sort of like reclaim the space is like somewhere that's also fun 
as well as somewhere that's for studying.  So I really like that.  I think I'm actually helping to 
plan that this year.  
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RW: Right. Great!  So I know you've, you've talked about going to the Gender and Sexuality 
center to you know to look for LGBT books, but have you used The Libe at all to search for any 
LGBTQ+ related information? 
 
Student 1: Um, yeah, yeah, particularly for since my senior thesis project is about transgender 
youth.  I have done a little bit of research in The Lord about something like that. Mm hmm.  
Mostly in the context of academic work. 
 
RW: So have you used, um, I guess the library catalog. The, the databases, things like that. 
 
Student 1: Uh huh. Yeah. 
 
RW: Cool.  And how much of that information that you were looking for was actually available 
in [The Lord] itself, in the building?  How much did you have to get through the Gender and 
Sexuality Center for how much could you get through [The Lord]? 
 
Student 1: Um, yeah, a good, a good portion of it I have gotten through ILL.  I mean, I think, like, 
if you go and explore the shelves in the library and really dig into all the books, you would find 
things but they aren't like pulled out on The Lord table on the front or whatever that gets like 
the most attention, except sometimes on like LGBT History Month or something, they'll have a 
little bit, just like pulled out and the main table.  But yeah the Gender and Sexuality Center is 
easier because everything on that shelf is about queer things. 
 
RW: True, true. Yeah.  Before you came to Northern Lights. And before you, you know, had 
your experiences at the at the Lord, what were your experiences in libraries before that? 
 
Student 1: Hmm.  Um, I did really like the public library in my hometown and my siblings and I 
would just kind of go there and like get books and sometimes just hang out for the afternoon 
and read books, um, Especially once I could drive and we would drive ourselves there if we 
didn't want to be home.  I didn't really use the school library that much.  I remember like only 
when I had to for class basically. They only had academic stuff.  At the public library we did 
find a little bit of like YA Fiction about like queer characters so that’s cool. 
 
RW: That's cool, any reasons why you didn't use the school library too much at that time. 
 
Student 1: Um, I think they mostly had like nonfiction materials like research materials about 
like science and math like academic topics. And I was like, the things that I would want to read 
are in this library things in this library are like purely for different subject areas of school.  And 
LGBT issues were not an area of study at my high school. 
 
RW: Okay.  So, so based on based on your experience there and sort of just you know what you 
could see at the school library, you didn't see any LGBT books or anything like that.  
 
Student 1: There wasn’t any fiction. Any. 
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RW:  Wow, okay.  Just out of curiosity, you may or may not know this, and that's okay, cos I 
mean a lot of lot of kids at that age, you know, maybe not be paying attention, but at the school 
library at your hometown--Do you know if you had an actual librarian there or parent 
volunteers watching the space or anything like that? 
 
Student 1: We had an actual librarian.  But then there is, I think it was volunteers that ran like 
the checkout desk. Uh huh. But I do think there was at least one actual library.  
 
RW: Okay, yeah.  As far as [The Lord] goes, um, have you had any interactions with the [The 
Lord] librarians and staff having, you know, actually having to ask them for assistance with 
LGBTQ+ related research or if you're going to a checkout for books, actually, you know, bringing 
books to the you know the circulation desk?  How is that experience for you? 
 
Student 1: Um, yeah, I've had to go through a couple of them to like get books I've requested 
on ILL.  Usually it's like student workers to do the checkout.  They're just like, Okay, here's 
your book.  Um, so, how should I say it's been it's been a pretty neutral, kind of like a neutral. 
Experience. 
 
RW: How does it make you feel? Does it make you feel okay? 
 
Student 1: I'm creeped out you know any, anything you know any uncomfortable interactions 
at all. 
 
RW: How has it been, you know, has it felt good? 
 
Student 1: Um, It's been mostly good. Most people I just like tell them my information about 
what I need, and they go get it, and I go.  It depends on the student worker, though. There 
was one kid who like picked up my book and was kind of looking at it was like, What is this 
about?  [crumpling nose]  But he didn't really say anything he just kind of gave it to me and I 
was like, All right, here we go.  Um, there's been a couple times where I’ve had some issues. So 
I changed my name, but I my legal name is like still in the system. Sometimes, and so like I'll 
give them my ID with my chosen name on it and then my library stuff will be under my legal 
name, and I'll have to be like, now that I'm the same person. Like, if this is the just please give 
me the book. You just haven't updated your system.  
 
RW: Yeah, yeah. Do they have a preferred name policy at [Northern Lights] where you know 
where you can make the name change on all of your records? 
 
Student 1: We’re sort of like you can update all that information and it's through the registrar. 
Which I didn't realize for like the first couple months after I changed my name, but so you have 
to email the registrar and then they change your name on there like official documentation, 
but they still keep your legal name in there too. 
 



   
 

295 

RW: Mm hmm. 
 
Student 1: But I guess they just did it as the records started to say [Robin] is my preferred 
name.  And then like slowly. I saw like other offices around campus start like because they 
pull lists from the registrar to like so. Then they would pull the new list and that would have 
my actual name on it slowly all the other people were like, oh, this is, this is the name. 
 
RW: Yeah, yeah. Do you consider the library, a safe space for you?  Why or why not? 
 
Student 1: Um, yeah, I would say [The Lord] is a pretty safe space.  For the most part people 
just kind of let you do your thing. Like people are there to you know get work done, or to relax 
with the coloring books or to do whatever it is they're doing. And sometimes I'll run into friends 
and we'll chat for a bit, but for the most part people are just like let you do they let you be 
how you are like you do you.  I've never been harassed or anything in [The Lord] or anything 
like that--It was just like oh there's [Robin]. 
 
RW: Okay, that's good. Okay, and how have your library experiences impacted your 
development or evolution as a student and together with that, um, how have your library 
experiences impacted your LGBTQ+ identity development? 
 
Student 1: Hmm.  Um, I definitely think my library experiences have helped me grow as a 
student.  They helped me learn more about, like, time management and even just like finding 
a good place to study where I won't be too distracted.  And yeah, just like working on study 
skills and like being able to find good articles for projects I'm working on and stuff like that 
[The Lord] was really helpful for that.  For LGBT identity development I feel like I've done more 
exploration of that at the gender and sexuality center and with friends.  I guess like implicitly, 
LGBT identity development happens at [The Lord] too, as I've been reading some of the things 
that I've gotten from [The Lord] that like, particularly for my senior thesis project that are 
about LGBT people, and I sort of do some self-reflection as I'm reading those things. I'm like, 
okay, that I see myself in this. I don't see myself in this.  And sort of thinking about like how 
the research was done. And was it done in a way like was directed by trans people are, you 
know, like, how, how is that research done, um, I guess that just got me thinking a little bit, but 
I haven't like explicitly talked to anyone at [The Lord] about that, that's just been sort of like 
my own reflection as I'm reading things for my senior thesis project.  
 
RW: Okay, that's cool.  Yeah, that's good. Um, so we're going to transition to some questions 
about the Gender and Sexuality Center because you have said that you do use it. So what are 
some of the things that you do with the Gender and Sexuality Center? 
 
Student 1: Um, yeah. So they have a couple of discussion groups with different students and 
the one that I go to a lot is the gender discussion group when I have time.  It meets weekly and 
it's just like a place where a bunch of trans students like go and talk about gender related 
things, and like things that are happening at [Northern Lights] around gender sometimes like 
different activities and projects around gender.  And there's also like a space where trans 
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students from different classes and age groups can connect. It's like, as I'm a senior I'm more 
of a role model. But then like we're welcoming in all of our first years now so it’s been great. 
Sometimes they check out books from [The Lord], sometimes they have events. I did like a 
mentoring program through the Gender and Sexuality Center. Sometimes I just go and they 
have baked goods sometimes. So I've just gone in for that.  
 
RW: Cool, cool.  When I went to visit [Northern Lights], I went to visit during the Rainbow 
Orientation, the open house.  I took a walk around.  And it seemed to me that the Gender and 
Sexuality Center was kind of far away from [The Lord] and the academic buildings and where 
you're still living on campus. And, you know, and then you have to go to whatever buildings, 
you go to for your classes so I guess in relation to where you're living and classes and things, 
what space is kind of like more convenient for you? I mean, think about the snowy snow storm 
days. 
 
Student 1: The GSC is pretty far. It's in like the corner of campus like by the, by some of the 
senior townhouse residents and pretty far away from the academic buildings, hmm, and 
relatively far away from the Student Center.  There's like an indoor path halfway between like 
the student center and the GSC, but then the rest is outside so yeah, the GSC is very tucked 
away.  Which I mean I guess in some ways is good, but also makes it harder to access, 
particular in the winter.  [The Lord] is right in the middle of all the activity buildings. So it's 
really easy to access. It's like a two minute walk from where I am right now.   
 
RW: Hmm. For certain things that you want to do on campus, I guess, to make the schlep in the 
snow is worth it for certain things. So, you know, so what are, what are those things at the GSB 
that that make that all worth it for you? 
 
Student 1: In the winter. It's mostly the gender discussion group. Uh huh.  Yeah.  And 
occasionally, like if they have a board game night or something. Mm hmm. Yeah. Yeah.  And so 
the GSC is the support I get.  
 
RW: Would you say this is kind of like a primary source of support?  The primary spot where 
you meet people and make friends and have kind of strong connections? Is that the only place? 
Are there other places or groups or spaces on campus that you belong to that you would be 
willing to schlep out in the snow on as long walks for? 
 
Student 1: Yeah, um,  So the, the GSC for me was a really big place where I met people and 
made friends as a freshman.  I feel like it's a little bit less now. Maybe it's just because I'm a 
senior and like a lot of seniors feel like they have it all figured out and they don't need to go to 
the GSC, which I still go to.  Um, but I feel like it's a little bit less. There was a change in 
directorship recently. And so that's sort of like changed up everything at the GSC.  And a lot of 
upperclassmen who really liked the previous director had stopped going.  So the GSC was 
definitely like a really huge thing for me. I don't know if it still is. But yeah, some other groups 
that I'm in are the a capella group and I shlep through the snow for rehearsals three times a 
week for that.  And my job. Actually, I work in the theater.  And I mean I'm tracking through 
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the snow for this job because I also like my coworkers. They are all my friends and a lot of my 
coworkers are actually queer trans and our bosses are accepting.  And it's all like the work we 
do is like with people like us and it's all collaborative work, we're building together, basically. 
Yeah.  So yeah, my job. I'm also in a dance group I student led dance group called synchrony. 
Mm hmm.  And that's super fun because there’s always new people to meet at the dances, 
and new dances to learn.  And yeah, I'll shlep out for that too. 
 
RW: Great. Great.  Sounds good. Um, I guess based on your use of [The Lord] and your use of 
the Gender and Sexuality Center, um, what are some things that [The Lord] could do to improve 
to meet the needs of LGBTQ+ students?  And what are some things that the gender and 
sexuality center can do to improve to meet the needs of LGBTQ+ students who have big 
questions? 
 
Student 1: I think one thing I would have appreciated. I don't know whether the GSC or [The 
Lord] should have done this, but like, providing a list of resources for students who are 
transitioning at [Northern Lights] and like how to get like legal name changes done and name 
changes at [Northern Lights] done, and like different like medical resources, even though it's 
not like a medical necessity, just like maybe ideas of like where to go. I ended up just like 
asking my friends. 
And there wasn't like a specific person that I could go and ask.  Let's see.  I guess yeah [The 
Lord] could do more to like make LGBT books easier to find.  They might do like a table for a 
couple weeks during LGBT History Month with like a couple books.  And I guess like if you 
search it in the catalog, then you could like, go find it on the shelves.  But I guess the Gender 
and Sexuality Center kind of does that because they have their library with a lot of books.  
Um, that's what I can think of for now.  
 
RW: Okay.  Well that's been very helpful. So, so thank you for thank you for taking the time 
with me and sharing a little bit about your experience, you sound like you've had a very 
worthwhile experience of Carlton been very engaged in, you know, many aspects of things, not 
just academics, but all kinds of all kinds of social things and groups and that's great. 
Yeah, so, um, I don't know. I mean, you know, would you be willing to just feel free to spread 
the word about this study. And, you know, I'm trying to promote the study as much as I can. 
 
And just based on based on your experience, um, you know, could you reach out to some of 
your LGBTQ+ friends and you know maybe encourage them and say, Hey, you know, reach out 
to reach out to Rachel she'd love to hear about your experience. And you know the information  
that's going to be provided in the survey again is not going to be tied to anybody's name or, you 
know, anything like that. I'm just primarily interested in finding out how contemporary LGBTQ+ 
plus undergraduates use their library versus how they use their Resource Center. And one of 
the reasons I'm doing this because I'm almost 50 years old and I was a very active library user.  I 
still am. But, you know, but during my youth I was very active library user and a major reason I 
use the library was because I was finding LGBTQ+ books in my library. And that was my main 
source of information to validate myself and my existence to know I'll never forget--classic, 
classic lesbian story--I go to my public library is a as a teenager, find Annie on My Mind in the YA 
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section, and was like this is it!  Here I am!  I was not the only one who had that experience. 
There are many folks my age who had that experience.  And actually many LGBTQ+ librarians of 
my generation and previous generations had that experience and they wrote a lot of stories 
personal stories about their experience in libraries. Those stories came to an end after people 
depended more on the internet.  So I don't want to make any judgments or blanket statements 
to say, oh, people don't use libraries anymore to look for this information or, you know, where 
are people getting this information about themselves.  And what is the role of the library now 
for somebody who grew up in the internet age as far as, you know, developing as an LGBTQ+ 
person?  So this is why I'm doing this study.  Yeah, because we don't we don't have enough 
information about this and i think libraries can do better. I think libraries can also work with 
LGBT resource centers together better in providing the support.  Because there's quite a few 
LGBTQ+ students who are academically inclined they this the statistics are showing that they 
are stronger academically than this gender heterosexual students, they're more likely use 
libraries. regardless of what their major is.  Still a lot of LGBTQ+ kids in high school who want to 
go into Arts and Humanities and Social Sciences, and so they're going to be reading a lot, or at 
least doing a lot of research with the library.  And, um, you know, and so how is that, you know, 
so are they also using library to look for LGBTQ+ information while they're doing school work or 
just there. They are curious, or just want to know if that's still a reality for people and you know 
if it isn't, why not? 
 
RW: You know so and I also know that not everybody who's an LGBTQ+ person uses their 
center If they have one. I mean, do you know anybody on your campus who doesn't use the 
GSC?  You don't have to name names, but, you know, but like why, you know, why wouldn't 
they? I mean, I was there and I thought that place was awesome. You can do some great things 
there. I know when I was an undergraduate I didn't use my center very much. Yeah, yeah. Do 
you know have any idea why or why not? 
 
Student 1: Some of them are just kind of quieter and they don't want to talk about identities 
with people like in a larger group setting like that.  Some people used to go when they were 
first years and feel like they don't need it anymore. So they don't go now, or with the change 
directorship they miss the old director.  Yeah. Some people just like feel like they have a 
handle on things and they don't need support, well, for example, most of the trans people I 
know. They will use resources at the Gender and Sexuality Center but like sometimes like 
cisgender queer people will not because it's really common at [Northern Lights] that people 
are queer and they're just like everyone's queer, I'm fine. Like they’re no, I don't need any 
extra support. 
 
RW: Yeah.  So, so, would it be possible. So, I mean, I know that you personally used to the 
center. You know you went to the center in your first year and you met you met people.  But 
would it be possible at Carlton like let's say you know if, let's say you're not you're not trans or 
you're not non binary—you’re cisgender gay, lesbian, bisexual—but LGBTQ+ stuff and the GSC 
wasn’t your interest, maybe your interest was, you know, gaming, or your major. What would 
be the odds of meeting other folks like yourself in those other spaces? 
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Student 1: Pretty high.  Yeah, I would say, pretty much every group at [Northern Lights] has at 
least one queer student at least.  Yeah, no, I was not “the trans student” but like just A 
BLANKET, LIKE queer student. Absolutely.  
 
RW: Yeah, that's cool.  That's cool. That was my college experience too. Um, so I used the 
center now and then, because they used to invite a lot of cool speakers.  I looked up to the kids 
who were using our LGBT Resource Center on my campus because I thought they were cool, 
but they were like the cool club kids from the city.  I went to school on Long Island. And so, so 
that the kids who use the center were a lot of the kids from the city from, you know, Brooklyn 
and the Bronx and, you know, Manhattan, whatever, and they take the train back and forth and 
do all that. I was a nerd and so we didn't have a lot in common. We didn't even have much in 
common as far as talking about identity.  Because they seemed like so much more advanced to 
me. I spent a lot of time in college with the science fiction forum kids.  And we were all kinds of 
queer in that group.  It was unbelievable. Yeah. And, um, that's where, that's where I had all the 
conversations about coming out and sex and how you know in all of these, you know, very 
personal, intimate things, whereas identity development and we were having these discussions, 
not just among the queer kids and in the group but mixed queer and straight conversations 
about these things. 
 
Student 1: Yeah I would say that definitely happens in like A capella group and that also 
happens in our science fiction group which is also very queer. I know this. I know a couple of 
them. Um, yeah, I think that happens in a lot of groups. Yeah. 
 
RW: So that's, that's kind of good to know.  It's funny. We had one student on our campus who 
talked about the LGBT housing on their campus.  They originally chose the gender the quarter 
housing, because that was the only housing on their campus that had gender neutral 
bathrooms and they wanted that, but they only lived there for a year and there was a lot of 
things about that space they didn’t like.  Even though it was supposed to be the queer, LGBT 
housing. It wasn't safe for them.  They didn’t have 100% LGBTQ+ students in the dorm.  There 
was someone smoking pot in the gender neutral bathroom and the Residence Hall director 
solved this problem by closing the gender neutral bathroom.  The student told me, I told the 
LGBT Resource Center Director, and the bathroom was reopened, but the student was so upset, 
not only over this, but over other things.  They went to live off campus the following year. 
It's hard, you know, it's hard.  The person didn't feel safe in the Resource Center or the LGBTQ+ 
housing.  That that breaks my heart, you know, so I hope things are better here at Carlton. 
 
Student 1: You know at least people I know and saw that people are treating each other 
decently in the center.  Probably hasn't been everyone's experience, but I've had 
overwhelmingly positive experiences in our resource center. 
 
RW: That's cool.  Has anyone ever complained about gatekeeping in the center?  In St Cloud I 
am part of a youth group that meets off campus, actually, because they don't feel good and 
safe in the center, for a lot of reasons, and they talk about the toxicity of this gate keeping. 
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Student 1: Um, yeah, definitely. When I was like questioning my gender as a freshman, there 
were people and I would, I would go to the trans discussion group and there would be people 
who are like, why are you here you’re cis. I was like, no, and I'm not questioning.  Most of those 
people were sort of told that wasn't OK and then the people who were gate keeping were sort 
of like gently told to not do that or to leave some of them don't go to the GSC anymore. 
 
RW: That's cool. Yeah, yeah, were they told by the director, where they told my students? 
 
Student 1: Other students. Mm hmm. 
 
RW: So not students who work at the GSC, though, but just the students who frequent the 
space. 
 
Student 1: I think so.  It might have been a GA at the GSC, but I think it was, it was more just like 
the community of students in this group was like, That's not cool, we look out for each other.  
 
RW: That's good to have the courage to speak up. Yeah. 
 
Student 1: Yeah. 
 
RW: Well [Robin]. Thank you for sharing all of your experiences and yeah you know suggestions 
for improvement. This was really helpful for my study and, you know, as, as I'm promoting, you 
know, if you want to tell anybody about your experience with the survey.  You know, for the 
people who would like to talk about their experience as well.  I'd love to hear from them and 
they could be as candid as they love like this, we know not everything's perfect And so thank 
you again so much if you have any follow up questions about the study, you know, after we 
talked today could always feel free to reach out to me. Okay, and you know, we need to be in 
touch with anything we can.  Okay. Well, enjoy the rest of your weekend. I don't know how it is 
in Carlton right now, but the weather outside is beautiful. So I'm gonna let you go enjoy that. 
 
Student 1: Okay.  Take care.  Bye bye. 
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Appendix F: Latinx Student Manny: Codes, Themes, Transcript, and Map 

 
CODES       THEMES 

 
          Campus “fit” (Manny) 
It just seemed like a pretty good fit for me 
 
              Safe space (Manny) 
Queer space         
Sayles Center 
GSC 
The Cave (campus nightclub) 
Latinx Cultural House 
QTBIPOC House 
OIL (office of intercultural life) 
Neutral (librarians) 
If I’m with my friends, I feel safer 
flyers or anything that talks about identity 
Queer people or LGBTQ+ people welcomed here 
Cross cultural posters that indicate that 
Me making myself safe 
I feel respected and left here 
Once I settle down…[in the Lord]…I’m calm 
I know that I can get my academic resources when I need them 
You can build community and also be academically on top of weird things in the same space 
Just feel like comfortable and confident that like people who share similar entities to you are 
also like struggling sometimes and it’s all happening within like your reach 
Community 
Being at the GSC like after work hours… 
with a bunch of queer and trans brown and black people 
queering the space 
respecting pronouns and loving transpeople 
trying to fill in some of the shortcomings of what we experienced as brown and black queers 
haven’t been met with resistance with our ideas 
queer hub 
everything to be like comfortable 
big banner that this is an LGBTQ+ friendly zone 
we welcome all identities 
if you’re not going to welcome these identities then like you’re not welcome here 
sharing stories 
trust 
queer community building space 
no gatekeeping 
the places I feel seen 



   
 

303 

CODES       THEMES 
 
        Why chose Northern Lights (Manny)  
I really liked how isolated campus was from the city 
I grew up in LA county 
needed a break from that and crowd 
fell in love with the campus and the scenery of it 
also the financial aid package was pretty good, too 
 

     Experience / comfort in libraries (Manny) 
the only way that I was getting through high school 
if not for libraries I would be…at a McDonald’s getting free wifi 
libraries for marginalized people in marginalized communities have been…a lifeline 
local libraries that I would go to were pretty run down 
had wifi and pretty nice staff 
without those, both the existence and maintenance of the library, I don’t think I’d be where I’m 
at right now 
accessibility of wifi  
have…food stamp applications 
help you run through low income programs 
would show us the online county resources and how to access them 
have bilingual translators and interpreters 
The library itself isn’t radical…it’s what you do with it. 
Uplifting for the most part 
Can’t imagine…a negative association with the libraries 
I didn’t really like my high school library 
Very straight dominated in a very annoying way 
Group of dudes…who wanted to see what everyone else was reading 
A lot of harassment 
First and last time I set foot in this [high school library] 
One of my English teachers…who now I know is queer…he had his own little library in his 
classroom 
[English teacher said] check out anything you find interesting 
that little library…was more helpful to me than the one the school offered to me 
 

           Challenges at College (Manny) 
very big jump from the pretty impoverished neighborhoods that I came from to…predominantly 
white and wealthy [location redacted] 
imposter syndrome 
personally that I wasn’t queer enough 
economic and social stress of being the student that I am  
Being so explicitly loud was like, at first, pretty like scary and overwhelming 
Had to independently figure out how to ask…for resources 

CODES       THEMES 
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           Challenges at College (Manny) 

first year was really hard 
I wasn’t like very coherent with my English 
I felt like my femininity would just make the people trying to help me uncomfortable 
I felt a little alienated 
 

    LGBT identity exploration (Manny) 
I wasn’t really allowed to have any experience of queerness or like exploring it 
At 15 I was outed as gay 
I still don’t have any experiences in that sense 
I was like OK I’m gay 
then at college I was introduced to the word queer  
I was introduced to words trans and non-binary within…the last two years at [Northern Lights] 
Figuring myself out 
Emotions were being described in our classroom, queer studies courses, conversations at the 
GSC, or at the nightclub—were complicated 
I was coming in with like…2% visibility of gayness  
versus these people who are like radically politically left 
so grateful 
through…conversations with students and professors 
I was able to come to terms with the fact that I’m not cis 
I am non-binary 
Always been and like dealing with that 
how to navigate that in the Spanish language has been like a big taboo 
without the resources and…strong community… 
I don’t think I would have been able to figure out what I was experiencing my whole life 
If I stayed in LA…I would probably still think I’m just like some ex Catholic gay boy 
 

   Racial identity exploration (Manny) 
grew up in a Latinx household that was predominantly Catholic 
I felt a little alienated [at Rainbow Reception] because I was like one of the two brown people 
at the edge of the reception 
being at the GSC like after work hours or after official office hours and being with a bunch of 
queer and trans brown and black people was just a very different vibe, it was kind of like we 
were queering the space and that was pretty cool 
 

       Intersectionality (Manny) 
being at the GSC like after work hours or after official office hours and being with a bunch of 
queer and trans brown and black people was just a very different vibe, it was kind of like we 
were queering the space and that was pretty cool 
connecting it to settler colonialism and…respecting plus pronouns and loving trans people 
 

CODES       THEMES 
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       Intersectionality (Manny) 

trying to fill in some of the shortcomings you have experienced as brown or black queers at the 
space 
if they [brown and black people] ever needed to work through their questioning 
they [brown and black people] felt like they wouldn’t be understood…or given specific 
resources for things they needed 
I kind of had to act like a vehicle between the GSC, myself, and them 
Tackling as GSA with the workshops…educating people…to like not disrespect our communities 
on the front end queer side every time the library had an event or when they collaborated with an 

office,  It was never like a cross cultural program 

 
Information seeking (Manny) 

Trying to use Catalyst server to look for trans archives 
Have used [the Lord] to find LGBTQ+ books 
When I go to [the Lord] I like to speak to the workers there 
Asking if they can help me with recommendations on a specific branch of a discipline within 
academia, sometimes they have the answers 
Sometimes they have the answers, sometimes they don’t,  
until I get the actual librarian and it tends to go well when she does help me 
I don’t really like asking for help from [the Lord]  
most of the information there I was able to get on my own online 
I don’t know anybody else who uses the library for LGBT reasons 
It wasn’t until an upperclassman invited me to [the Lord’ with them…they showed me some of 
the stuff 
the GSC…has been a place where I can get like resources that can help 
In my position as GSA I am an “answer that” person  

      Information format pref (Manny) 
Online 
Movies 
Group discussion 
I like to speak to the workers 
I like the social interaction of getting a book and finding it 
PDFs and Google docs 
for my generation, it’s definitely…opt out of the physical and just…stream on your own 
 

   Lord Library help with LGBT identity exploration (Manny) 
Trying to use the Catalyst server to find trans archives 
I use the space for meetings…to build community with…incoming queer people 
we watch any…Sundance film that no one has seen yet that has some LGBT history in it 
I don’t know anybody else who uses the library for LGBT reasons 
I don’t think it’s very advertised that they’re also well versed in LGBTQ+ literature… 
there's nothing saying that like queer people or LGBTQ+ individuals are like welcomed here 

CODES       THEMES 
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    GSC help with LGBT identity exploration (Manny) 

I felt a little alienated  
was one of the two visibly brown people at the edge of the reception 
everyone was almost all white queers 
Ray was very comforting and willing to make me feel comfortable in the space 
LGBT screenings and discussions 
vulnerable discussions on topics that we normally wouldn’t bring up until we thought we were 
safe 
QTBIPOC student organization would use the GSC space as our meeting space 
being at the GSC like after work hours or after it's like official office hours and being with a 
bunch of queer and trans brown people and black people. 
It was just like a very different vibe, it was kind of like we were queering the space and that was 
pretty cool 
As a GSA my role is to….revamp and fix some of the workshops that are outdated 
Redoing the thing about pronouns 
no gatekeeping in the space 
 

         Northern Lights support w LGBT identity exploration (Manny) 
The Office of Health Promotion has a lot of digital social media flyers and things everywhere like 
in the bathroom stalls that talk about, like, mind your language, person first language, Think 
about your impact rather your intent on things, which I think is a really helpful tool because a 
lot of people were like, Well, I didn't mean to. 
A lot of queer people on campus that don’t like saying they’re queer but they definitely are in 
their little private organization or organizing spaces 
…there’s going to be people within that space…who are possibly queer…and they’ll maybe 
reach up to you as an individual and want to start something 
the GSC…definitely not the only space where you find it, it just makes it easier and less scary  
involves a lot of unlearning of the campus culture and feelings toward the space 
when I worked at The Cave…we brought drag queens from [location redacted], and we’ve had 
students organize workshops on gender and sexuality 
once they enter [the Cave] they see this big banner that we have that says this is an LGBTQ+ 
friendly zone we welcome all identities 
[the Cave] was my queer space, my queer community building space 
…have been talking about…a collaboration between [the Cave and the GSC] because they’re 
both very LGBT spaces on campus 
 

         Belonging/Community (Manny) 
very big jump from the pretty impoverished neighborhoods I came from 
strong commitment to community 
I like to talk to the workers 
I like to screen films to build community 
[Northern Lights]…feels like you know everybody and everybody knows you  

CODES       THEMES 
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         Belonging/Community (Manny) 

…you’re like being watched all the time 
If I’m with my friends I feel safer 
You can build community and also be academically on top of weird things within the same 
space 
as Cave staff everyone would talk to me throughout the night.  Like a bartender.   
I get stories, we communicate, and if they remember me they reach out 
feel comfortable and confident that people who share similar identities to you are also 
struggling sometimes and it is happening within your reach 
it wasn’t until an upperclassman invited me to [the Lord] with them and said come study with 
us, and they showed me the stuff 
 

      Lord Library helped student dev (Manny) 
…sometimes I just go to [the Lord] to study 
I use the study rooms 
In [the Lord] I can feel like I’m alone 
I used [the Lord] more as a first year because the first year was really hard 
the Lord had the Writing Center and stuff 
I didn’t go until last year, or like toward the end of my first year, and it was when I did that, that 
like [Northern Light’s] academic rigor felt feasible and achievable, like it was a weird shift 
It was like the fact that my friend had invited me to [the Lord] with them 
You can build community and also be academically on top of weird things within the same  
space 
 

    Helpful resources at Lord Library (Manny) 
Study rooms 
TVs 
Writing Center 
Student workers 
librarians 

        Non-academic use of the Lord Library (Manny) 
free bagels  
use study rooms for naps 
film screenings for friends and members of student organizations 
 
               Helpful resources at GSC (Manny) 
espresso machine 
snacks, hot cocoa, warm foods 
TV where we can stream Netflix and Hulu 
Screen where we can collaborate on Google Docs 
Beanbag chairs 
Big work table 
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        Helpful resources at GSC (Manny) 
…brochures and pamphlets everywhere… 
library 
trans closet / trans beauty 
 

       Information Access in the Lord (Manny) 
Trying to use Catalyst server to look for trans archives 
Have used [the Lord] to find LGBTQ+ books 
When I go to [the Lord] I like to speak to the workers there 
Asking if they can help me with recommendations on a specific branch of a discipline within 
academia, sometimes they have the answers 
Sometimes they have the answers, sometimes they don’t,  
until I get the actual librarian and it tends to go well when she does help me 
I don’t really like asking for help from [the Lord]   
most of the information there I was able to get on my own online 
I don’t know anybody else who uses the library for LGBT reasons 
…for like the Latinx side like we do have a lot of Latinx literature in our library, I’m sure, but you 
have to know what you’re looking for, to find it. 
 

        Information Access in the GSC (Manny) 
brochures and pamphlets everywhere 
discussion groups 
workshops 
 

          Accessibility of Spaces (Manny) 
All my classes are on that side of [the Lord] 
Go from Sayles to [the Lord] to Sayles then my dorm and back to the Lord 
The Cave [Nightclub]…is on the literal other side of campus 
On the west side of campus, like the literal Corner, we have the GSC 
Even to people who live on the West Side, the GSC is like…”over there” 
During the winter months…so far away 
There is a first year floor…what about the queer first years on that first year floor… 
Will literally have to walk a mile to reach the GSC 
OIL…intercultural office…used to be in the basement 
Now OIL is on top floor in Sayles, heavily trafficked area 
Working on moving mental health services to…a more trafficked area so you can see the space 
GSC should not be that far away from students, especially if…colleges…want to talk about…the 
way they support marginalized people…let’s look at our geography 
Our geography says a lot about the way that we’re valuing Spaces 
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Barriers on campus (Manny) 

I know a lot of Brown people…who don’t use [the GSC]. The…biggest reason is like a cultural 
barrier 
Physical distance between Cave Nightclub, GSC, and the rest of campus 
I don’t know if [the Lord] would be a safe space 
…nothing that talks about identity or that say please feel welcome at [the Lord] 
…nothing saying that…queer people or LGBTQ+ individuals are welcomed here… 
…no cross cultural posters that you usually see in a bunch of other spaces on campus 
…[the Lord] is always filled with white straight people and so the space definitely doesn’t feel 
safe 
I was like…this whole time, I would not have felt like I was drowning with the workload and 
courseload and everything going on inside of my person, if I had just been told that…we respect 
you for whatever 
 

          What the Lord can do better (Manny) 
I don’t know if [the Lord] would be a safe space 
…nothing that talks about identity or that say please feel welcome at [the Lord] 
…nothing saying that…queer people or LGBTQ+ individuals are welcomed here… 
…no cross cultural posters that you usually see in a bunch of other spaces on campus 
…[the Lord] is always filled with white straight people and so the space definitely doesn’t feel 
safe 
I was like…this whole time, I would not have felt like I was drowning with the workload and 
courseload and everything going on inside of my person, if I had just been told that…we respect 
you for whatever 
Collaborate with the GSC to promote and display books 
Making sure that like library staff, or a space that's supposed to be a library, Is cognizant of the 
different ways that they have to like acknowledge different entities, they may come into this 
space 
 

   What the GSC / Northern Lights could do better (Manny) 
Collaborate with The Cave to do shared programming 
Collaborate with The Lord to do shared programming 
Eliminate fear of gatekeeping that keeps people from using the GSC 
I get the sense that they feel like you have to know so much about the community to feel 
welcome 
Queer all spaces on campus…the GSC should not be the sole place on campus to receive 
LGBTQ+ support 
 
 
 
 

[Northern Lights] Student Interview 11 (“Manny”) 
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Junior, Double major Latin American Studies / Gender and Sexuality 

Studies, Non-binary gay AMAB, They / them / their pronouns  

 

Codes: 

• Student identity 

• Racial Identity 

• Sexual orientation / gender identity development 

• Desire to go away from home  

• Comfort level with campus environment 

• Comfort level with campus culture 

• Favorite places 

• What’s in the favorite places 

• Reasons for going to favorite places 

• Special events in favorite places 

• Adaptation 

• Past experiences with public library 

• Past experiences with school library 

• Experience with the Lord  

• The Lord as safe space 

• Information seeking 

• Information format preferences 

• How the Lord helped student development 

• How the Lord helped LGBTQ+ identity development 

• Experience with the GSC 

• Reasons for going to GSC 

• GSC as source of support 

• Location of GSC in relation to dorm and classes 

• Location of the Lord in relation to dorm and classes 

• Changes in GSC impacting use 

• Other sources of support / socialization on campus 

• Reasons other groups / experiences are supportive 

• Things the Lord could do better 

• Things the GSC could do better 

• What student did because resource / service did not exist 

• Why people do not use the GSC 
 

 

RW Introduction: So [Manny]. The study that I'm doing focuses on the 

impact of academic libraries on LGBTQ+ undergraduates. And the reason I 

picked [Northern Lights] as a research site is because you all are very 

blessed to have spent at least one year living on campus and having to use 

the space is on campus, you know, during your student experience and you 

not only have an academic library, but you also have the gender and 

sexuality center. So, because of this, I thought [Northern Lights] 

students would be good folx who would have a lot of things to say about 
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experiences in both spaces.  So I’d love to hear about your experience.  

Before we start talking about the library and the GSC, I was wondering if 

you would tell me a little bit about yourself on in terms of how long 

you've been at [Northern Lights], what's your major, and what made you 

decide to go to [Northern Lights]. 

 

Manny (They/Them): Yeah, so I'm a junior in my third year, I am a double 

major in Latin American Studies and gender and sexuality studies. I'm the 

reason why I chose [Northern Lights]. It just seemed like a pretty good 

fit for me. Also, the financial aid package was pretty good, too.  But I 

really liked how isolated campus was from the city, because I grew up in 

LA County. So I was kind of used to the buzzing around of city life, and I 

kind of needed a break from that and crowds.  So I visited and I just like 

fell in love with the campus and the scenery of it. 

 

RW: I used to live in LA area too, and it is totally, completely different 

in every way. You were very, very brave. I mean, it just, um, it says 

something about [Northern Lights] because there's so many good schools in 

that part of Southern California. So to come here is a big jump. Yeah, 

yeah, yeah. So what are some of your favorite places on campus? 

 

Manny (They/Them): It feels like I have to think back because I haven't 

been on campus and forever.  My favorite places would definitely be Sayles 

Cafe, and I really like just like going into the classrooms after 

classroom hours because it's just like a really nice space.  I also really 

like the Gender and Sexuality Center late at night because they have an 

espresso machine I like to use, which is always great and a fun time.  

There's the Latinx cultural house that I really like. I go there because 

it just reminds me of home.  I mean, that'd be like I like most of the 

campus but those are the places that I tend to be like seen. 

 

RW: Okay. Sounds good. Sounds good. And what were some of your biggest 

challenges when you first enrolled and these challenges could be academic 

personal, social, anything you would like to speak to? 

 

Manny (They/Them): So, um, I come from first generation low income queer 

students. I'm going. And I'm like, the oldest in my family. So it was a 

very big jump from the pretty impoverished neighborhoods that I came from 

to like this  

predominantly white and wealthy [Location redacted] and [Northern Lights] 

campus where a lot of my peers and classmates like their families incomes 

are just like numbers that I don't think my family will ever reach in 

their lifetime.  And so there was like, like the usual imposter syndrome 

feeling but also personally was that I wasn’t queer enough. Even though I 

grew up in LA County, I grew up in a Latinx household that was 

predominantly Catholic, so I wasn't really allowed to have any experience 

of queerness, or like exploring that.  Age 15, like I was outed as gay 

back then.  And then like I still don't have any experiences in that 

sense. Like I was like okay I'm gay. Cool. But then there was that crowd 

and where I was I was introduced that word queer I was introduced to being 

trans and non-binary within like literally the first, the last two years, 

being at [Northern Lights], on top of, like, the economic and social 

stress of being the student that I am, I was figuring myself out because 

like a lot of the emotions that were being described in our classrooms or 
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in my queer studies courses or in conversations at the GSC or at the 

nightclub that we have on campus—which is a super queer space that I 

worked at last year which was really fun--were complicated.  Some people 

have always been allowed to be gay or queer their whole lives and so me 

coming in with like, if we were to like quantify coming in with, like, I 

don't know, like 2% visibility of gayness versus like these people who are 

like radical politically left, you know, the queers that you read about 

during like the 1970s and 1980s activism.  Being there on campus and being 

so explicitly loud was like, at first, pretty like scary and overwhelming.  

But I'm so grateful because through those conversations with students and 

professors 

I was able to come to terms with the fact that I'm not cis that I am non 

binary. I've always been and like dealing with that, and how to navigate 

that through the Spanish language has been like a big boo boo, in that 

sense, but yeah. And those are some of the challenges and like they're 

difficult, but I think without the resources and like the strong 

commitment to community at times that current and I don't think I would 

have like been able to put together what I've been experiencing my whole 

life, if I had stayed in LA County. I would probably still think I'm just 

like some ex Catholic gay boy rather than like the queer non- binary 

person that I am now. 

 

RW: Yeah. Well, thank you for sharing that. That it's quite at that is a 

journey for sure.  And we’re going to talk a little bit about the library 

now, How has been a library user impacted or helped or maybe not so much 

helped you with the challenges you were facing at [Northern Lights] in the 

beginning? 

 

Manny (They/Them): They've definitely helped with the economic side of it 

because they have a lot of online access to a bunch of books and resources 

that I would need, though I kind of had to independently figure out how to 

ask for those resources because they weren't like readily advertised or 

like promoted, such as, like, how to use the library search engine, how to 

use it to look for like research study guides or how to format the sources 

that you're pulling from into like the proper citation.  Not really 

understanding how the interlibrary loan program works in our library.  And 

then I think on the front end queer side every time the library had an 

event or when they collaborated with an office,  It was never like a cross 

cultural program. It was never like an explicitly clear program where like 

a program that would have been really cool is if the library was like for 

LGBT History Month. Here are some like pretty the core selections.  Or had 

like in mind some of the GSC people and then said this is why we need to 

read up on literature for history on the LGBTQ+ community. 

I think that would have been really good because then it doesn't make it 

seem like the Gender and Sexuality Center is where you go for all things 

like that, but rather like queerness is within every single space.  I 

think I would appreciate that a lot, and I know some of my friends would 

have too.  And then for like the Latinx side like we do have a lot of 

Latinx literature in our library, I'm sure.  But you have to know what 

you're looking for, to find it. 

 

RW: And have you ever used [the Lord] to look up any information on LGBT 

topics or to look for LGBTQ+ plus related books or movies or anything like 

that? 
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Manny (They/Them): Yeah, I'm for one of my projects I was looking. I was 

trying to use the Catalyst server thing to look for, like, trans archives 

or if we had any semblance of trans archives. I'm in the library, so use 

that for that. 

And try writing a gram will be but they didn't have it but like, Yeah, 

I've definitely have used it to find LGBTQ+ literature. 

 

RW: Cool, cool. And how often do you visit [the Lord] with once a month, 

once a week every day. How often do you go? 

 

Manny (They/Them): Usually it's like every day, cuz all my classes are on 

that side of [the Lord]. So it’s kind of just like go from Sayles 

classroom to [the Lord] to the Sayles center, then my dorm and back to 

[the Lord.] 

 

RW: Hmm. Cool, cool. And what types of information or assistance do you 

look for when you go to [the Lord]? 

 

Manny (They/Them): Um, sometimes I just go to [the Lord] to study. But 

when I go to [the Lord] I like to speak to the workers there.  I'm usually 

asking if they could help me with like recommendations on a specific 

branch of a discipline within academia and sometimes they have the 

answers. Sometimes they don't. That's okay, until like I get like the 

actual librarian and it tends to go well when she does help me, because 

you know, workers or coworkers only have so much training, and she's 

really friendly. And she doesn't make it seem like to ask him, like the 

taboo topic, which I was always afraid to ask about before I became more 

comfortable with major in six ready. She's just like, oh, yeah, sure. 

Like, I'll take you with the Minnesota. Nice.Which is really nice. 

 

RW: Okay, cool. And are there any other resources that you use when you're 

in library, like maybe databases or study rooms or any equipment you 

borrow or anything like that? 

 

Manny (They/Them): Yeah, um, I use the study rooms. And then I also use 

some of their TVs because sometimes I use the space for meetings for some 

of my organization on campus, and I use the TVs, or I like screen films, 

just to build some community with my girlfriends and incoming queer people 

on campus. 

Sometimes we watch like any sort of Sundance Film that no one has talked 

about yet that has like some LGBT history in it. So we just watched 

Tangerine and some other movies like that, though, that is going on there.  

 

RW: That's cool, that's cool. So that sounds like some social things you 

do in the library. Do you do any other non-academic things in the library, 

like, for example, sometimes people need to take a break in the library 

and have a nap or have lunch there or you know any of those other types of 

things that that you might do. 

 

Manny (They/Them): Yeah definitely have had plenty of lunches in [the 

Lord]. Sometimes, I think it's like every other Sunday or maybe it's like 

near finals week when [the Lord] has bagel hour and you can get free 

bagels. So I'm just like, let me come through and get some bagels.  But 
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more than that I'm like asleep in a study room on the quiet floors, in a 

state, like I'm just like on the floor from the exhaustion. Or sometimes I 

like going to one of the concerts and listening to music.  In [the Lord] I 

can feel like I'm alone, because [Northern Lights] is a big campus but at 

the same time it feels like you know everybody and everybody knows you and 

you're being like watched all the time. That makes me feel frustrated 

sometimes. And so I just say going to enter the legs three spaces on the 

forest, which a lot of good so intend to go because it's intimidating and 

just like just like check out for a moment. It's pretty good. 

 

RW: Yeah, I, I remember at St. Cloud State University when I was working 

at the library there, a student came up to me and I forget where we were 

talking about, but he said that the library saved [his] life. He said he 

wouldn't be able to get through graduate school without being able to sit 

in this one cubicle in this, like, you know, very quiet area like up on 

the fifth floor, which is our silent zone, and to be able to sit in that 

cubicle every day and do [his] work and work on [his] thesis, and it was 

like, okay, oh, I'm glad we were able to provide that for you. So you 

know, it's the little things. So, before you came to [Northern Lights], 

and before you had your experiences at [the Lord] what were your 

experiences in libraries before that? 

 

Manny (They/Them): Well, [libraries were] basically the only way that I 

was getting through high school, because of wifi access.  If not for 

libraries, I would be at like, at a McDonald's getting free Wi Fi. And so 

libraries for marginalized people in marginalized communities have been 

kind of a lifeline, I think, for trying to have some feeling of class 

mobility or aspirations. The local libraries that I would go to were 

pretty run down, but they had Wi Fi and pretty nice staff.  And I think 

that without those, both the existence and the maintenance of the library, 

I don't think I'd be where I'm at right now. And I think that's very true 

for a lot of the queer people of color from my neighborhood.  Yeah, like 

it's just like the accessibility of Wi Fi and then sometimes they have 

like food stamp applications nearby, or they're willing to, like, help you 

run you through low income programs. They would show us the online county 

resources and how to access them. They have bilingual speakers and 

translators, which is really good. The library itself isn't radical 

space…it's what you do with it. And I really appreciate the way that the 

few libraries that I have been to have been, you know, uplifting for the 

most part.  Because I can't imagine having a negative association with the 

library, but I can definitely see how it can happen. 

 

RW: Yeah, so I'm assuming right now you're talking about public libraries 

where you were. How about the school libraries. What were your 

experiences, if you had any with your school libraries? 

 

 

Ale Cota (They/Them): Um, I didn't really like my high school library, 

mainly because really, like, it was very like straight dominated in a very  

annoying way. There was this group of dudes who were just like always in 

the library, and not even because they might need to read, just because 

they just wanted to see what everyone else was reading. Which was like, 

okay, like, I don't know why you're in my business.  And one time I was 

getting an LGBT YA book and they were just like, hello, questioning and 
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being like, why are you going to read this, like, blah, blah, blah. And I 

ended up like going through checking it out that it was just like a lot of 

harassment and I was like, well, this is the first and last time I step 

foot into this library.  But thankfully, one of my English teachers in 

high school, who now I know was also queer, 

He had his own little library in his classroom. And he was like, you can 

definitely just like check out anything you find interesting in this 

classroom. 

So that little library that he had in his classroom was more helpful for 

me than the one the school offered to me. And I honestly could have 

reported [what happened], but it was just like so much of a hassle to do 

on that. 

 

RW: So there were so there were students in the library, who were like 

policing what people were reading in the library. 

 

Manny (They/Them): Yeah, but they weren't even readers. 

 

RW: Wow. I mean, it's funny because you don't even think that kids who 

would want to pick on other kids would even take it to that level, like 

they're going to bully you based on the book you're going to read. 

 

Manny (They/Them): Well, that was pretty creative on their part, for them 

to choose the library. 

 

RW: Wow. So we're going to talk about the library at [Northern Lights] 

again and   

we're going to switch gears a little bit. Have you had any interactions 

with [the Lord] librarians or staff ever having to ask them for assistance 

with LGBTQ+ related research, or if you're having to go check out any 

LGBTQ+ books or anything else at [the Lord]?  How has that experience been 

for you if you had that experience? 

 

Manny (They/Them): It's pretty neutral. It's just kind of like it just 

feels like they're doing their job, but it didn't seem like they're like 

overly enthusiastic about it, hmm. Um, maybe it was the day and the time 

of day. 

So I don't want to like over analyze it, but yeah, the few times that I 

have had to ask for references or ask for a specific branch of a theory I 

was trying to do research on, they seem to be happy. They seem like they 

had the answers. 

But I don't know, I don't really like asking for help from [the Lord] 

because most of the information there I was able to get on my own online.  

And so I think there's some like me still being but her petty upon The 

bidding. Give me the information the beginning. And now I'm going to be 

like, oh, I figured this out, please help me, which is, you know, just 

like me as a person. But yeah, and but when I did have to, I had to. And 

so when they were really helpful in that sense, um, I don't know anybody 

else who does is the library for LGBT reasons.  I don't think it's very 

like advertised or promoted that they're also well versed in LGBTQ+ 

literature and all those things. 

 

RW: And do you consider the library, a safe space for you? Why or why not? 
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Manny (They/Them): Oh, interesting. Um, I don't know if it would be a safe 

space because there's nothing like there's no post flyers or anything that 

talks about identity or that say please feel welcome at [the Lord], 

there's nothing saying that like queer people or LGBTQ+ individuals are 

like welcomed here or whatever or nothing. There's no cross cultural 

posters that you usually see in a bunch of other spaces on campus that 

indicate that. And so [the Lord] is always filled with white straight 

people and so the space definitely doesn't feel safe.  It's just kind of 

like me making myself feel safe with the things that I do within it that 

I've been able to associate it with safety.  But objectively if it can 

look at it objectively, it's not safe. Like most spaces that content for, 

like, queers of color.  Especially like a black queer experience like it 

does not feel safe at all. But going back to [the Lord] like i when i 

seven slide I don't feel like I'm safe. Like, I feel respected and left 

here. It's kind of like this is another regular space.  If I'm with my 

friends, I feel safer. If I'm not with them, then it's kind of like I hope 

nobody makes a comment about me or I hope I really don't have to argue 

with somebody right now.  But once I am settled down in a space somewhere 

in [the Lord], I'm calm and I know that I can get my academic resources 

when I need them. 

 

RW: And how have your library experiences impacted your development as a 

student, and how have they impacted your LGBTQ+ identity development? 

 

 

Manny (They/Them): Yeah, um, I really wish I used [the Lord] more as a 

first year because the first year was really hard and there was a lot of 

things that I didn't know about like the college level writing because 

[the Lord] has the Writing Center and stuff. Even the professors would 

advertise, like use the Writing Center, and I never felt that like they 

would understand that like 

at that time I wasn't like very coherent with my English or that I felt 

like 

my femininity would just like make the people trying to help me 

uncomfortable, like there is none of that being said, in terms of like 

getting help from the Writing Center. So I didn't go until last year, or 

like towards the end of my first year and it was when I did that, that 

like [Northern Light's] academic rigor felt feasible and achievable, like 

it was like weird shift. I was like okay this whole time. I would have not 

felt like I was drowning with the workload and course load and everything 

going on inside of my person. 

If I had just been told that, like, yeah, we respect you for whatever. I 

didn't mean to. You may hear from others that [the Lord] is a space that 

everyone can go to and figure out how best to make it work for them. It 

wasn't until an upperclassman invited me to [the Lord] with them, and 

they're like, guy, just like come study with us.  And they showed me some 

of the stuff. And I was like, wait. Why have I not been using the space 

more often? And since then, I have been in the library every day but it 

definitely took a lot of work. 

In terms of my routine and identity like, like I said, like it was the 

fact that my friend had invited me to [the Lord] with them. And I was 

like, you can build community and also be academically on top of weird 

things within the same space.  And just feel like comfortable and 
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confident that like people who share similar entities to you are also like 

struggling sometimes and it's all happening within like your reach. 

 

RW: OK. We're going to transition now from talking about [the Lord] to 

talking about the GSC. Right now, you're, you're a student employee for 

the GSC and, you know, you also may use the GSC independently of being a 

student employee. So, um, so what are some of the things that you do at 

the GSC just as a regular student?  Or, you know, if you want to talk 

about the work that you do as a student employee, you can talk about that 

too. That would be fantastic. 

 

Manny (They/Them): Yeah. And so my introduction to the GSC was within the 

first week of school and when we have our yearly event of Rainbow 

Reception which is just kind of like a cool one hour eating outside BBQ 

style when some pretty good music and some pretty good burgers. (Shout out 

to Ray!) And like that was a pretty good introduction, like, definitely. I 

felt a little alienated because I was like one of the two visibly brown 

people at the edge of the reception. Everyone was almost all white queers. 

But Ray was very like comforting, almost like willing to just like make me 

feel comfortable in the space, which I appreciated. The way that I 

interacted with that space, or have been interacting with that space the 

past two years, has just kind of been like trying to go to events when 

possible. I know that they usually have our weekly LGBT time, and I’ve 

been able to go like three times, but the three times that I have gone 

have been really cool it's some really good tea and snacks. And sometimes 

they have like LGBT screenings, which is really great, and discussion. 

Sometimes we have really like vulnerable discussions on topics that we 

normally wouldn't bring out until we thought we 

re safe. And then sometimes when I use this one at this time that I've used this space, but that 
had been officially a GSC program, has been through QTBIPOC student organization, where  
My first year we would use the GSC space as our meeting space. And so just 

kind of being at the GSC like after work hours or after it's like official 

office hours and being with a bunch of queer and trans brown people and 

black people. 

It was just like a very different vibe, it was kind of like we were 

queering the space and that was pretty cool.  And that's what the GSC has 

been for me, it's just been liquid place where I can get like resources 

that help. There's a lot of brochures and pamphlets everywhere there's 

like slack, you can get for your room stinkers they have a library, they 

can check out I don't, which I appreciate and wish. I like that a lot 

sooner. And we have a trans closet or trans beauty where I was planning on 

getting some stuff. But, you know, we just like have a lot of things that 

are like pretty helpful as the communities that we have our content and as 

a GSA my role is to like basically like revamp and fix some of the 

workshops that are kind of outdated, me and my coworker were 

we’re like redoing the thing about pronouns, the pronouns workshop, 

because a lot of people on campus think about pronouns as just like 

something you say at the beginning of class or something you say at the 

beginning of introducing yourself to somebody, and don't like understand 

the historical significance of these pronouns—how pronouns done indicate 

gender, but it depends on the person who's using the pronouns, if they 

wanted to indicate gender. And then also changing into bigger ideas 

because like a lot of people are on earth, so it makes sense to make it 

like these really big connections like connecting it to settler 



   
 

318 

colonialism and like, you know, respecting plus pronouns and loving trans 

people is the colonial and amazing in that sense. And so, like, that's 

really cool workshop they're working on and like, there's the ones on 

racial justice than me and my coworker are doing through this position and 

just kind of like trying to fill in some of the shortcomings of you have 

experienced as brown and black queers at the space.  And we're just 

thankful that like we haven't been met with resistance with our ideas, 

like it's like we were hired and just like yes, go for it.  And so that's 

been really reassuring. 

 

RW: Sounds good. It's, it's important work that you're doing at the Center 

for sure. Just right now, I mean, you know, all over higher ed. And we're 

trying to do a better job centering on voices and concerns of BIPOC people 

queer people in order to make spaces and strategic planning more 

equitable. Some institutions are doing this better than others. And so 

it's good to hear that the GSC is trying to do this. Also, I actually went 

to visit [Northern Lights] last year and I went to visit during Rainbow 

Orientation and the Open House at the beginning of the fall semester.  

The, the rainbow orientation that day. It was beautiful day. I remember, 

and it was it was the most happening thing on the [Northern Lights] campus 

that day, it was like the biggest gathering and it was like the day before 

classes. I mean, people were supposed to be moving in and stuff but I 

barely saw anybody else except at the Rainbow Orientation. And so when I 

was there to get a sense of campus I took a tour. I just walked around the 

campus. I just looked at the map and I was walking around. And I noted 

that the GSC seems very far away from [the Lord] and the academic 

buildings, you know, even if you're living on campus it's a walk. And so 

where you go for your classes and if you're living on campus, wherever 

you're living on campus, how far is the GSC for you? And as far as a you 

know a space to go for things, how does it compare to [the Lord] as far as 

just convenience? 

 

Manny (They/Them): You know, this has definitely been an issue. As 

assistant organizer, I've been trying to talk on speaking to them in 

nutrition about 

Because like Everything that tends to be color coded on campus has to like 

it. 

I've asked if it's been on purpose or not on purpose. It doesn't matter. I 

just 

Because like the Cave, which is the nightclub that I was talking about, is 

on the literal other side of campus. And then That's like it wasn't well 

the Cave wasn't made to be a queer space. It's just that, like where we 

will really do know how to like design of space and so that ended up very 

much becoming a like queer hub and then on the west side of campus like 

the literal, like Corner, like you said, we have the GSC. And so like 

people who live in the West Side so like master dorm or burden. Even to 

them like GSC is Still like Over There. 

And during the winter months. It's like, it's so far away. When it's so 

cold out, um, And then I can imagine for the queer students who like cuz 

like good, who is the one that's like all the way on the east side like 

near the forest that we have in the back. I'm Like they have a first year 

floor. Like, what about the queer first years end up being on that first 

year floor. They are figuring out campus. They can be told that the GSC is 

a space, but they will literally have to walk like a mile to reach the GSC 
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which has been very frustrating. That's what so like [Northern Lights] has 

a history of moving into places. I forgot what OIL stands for, but it's 

like our intercultural Office that we have on campus. They used to be in 

the basement. And it wasn't until, like, people were like organizing 

around it that like they're like why do we have our own cultural org in 

the basement of a building. Like, what does that say like, you know, And 

so now that space is On the top floor in sales, which is like a heavily 

trafficked area. Right now they're working on moving our mental health 

services and medical services shack from like This like Really weird 

entrance like a second side entrance type of thing. To a more traffic area 

so that you can see the space. And that's some of the things that we've 

been talking about this isn't me like me outside of my job. Just like as 

an answer that person and I'm trying to get them to Move this space 

somewhere else. But it's been like heavily resisted because a campus has 

like this master residential plan that they're Trying to work on. But 

that's kind of how it is. But yeah, definitely the GSC should not be that 

far away from students, especially If Like whenever colleges and this is 

like, in general, whenever these institutions want to talk about like 

diversity or talk about like these, like, really pretty buzzwords about 

The way they support marginalize people like let's look at our geography. 

Because like our geography says a lot about the way that we're valuing 

Spaces. And so that's incredibly frustrating that hopeful. That maybe, 

maybe not in my Democrat, but when I become an alum will be Able to 

Get something done. 

 

RW: Yeah, where things are located on campus, say a lot. Sometimes you 

know as campuses change and evolve, um, You know, to refill your spaces to 

determine 

Even just Financial level does, you know, just for dollars and cents. 

Does, does the campus need all of the buildings that it has and things 

like that, it's, it's a big discussion. So thinking back to the snowy 

days, which I know are definitely a shock when you're thinking about the 

GSC um what are, what are some of the things that the GSC that um that 

you'd like that that make it worth the trip in the snow to go there. 

 

Manny (They/Them): Oh definitely the espresso machine. That is literally 

like because the coffee that we have at our Sayles Cafe is kind of pricey. 

And like you only get so many dollars with your meal plan. And the GSC 

coffee is free. And so I go there with my friend. I don't know if you've 

interviewed them yet, but like, [my friend] and I, we like going to the 

GSC for coffee. And they also have snacks. You can make hot cocoa, warm 

foods are always available, and the GSC has a TV. So if we need to stream 

a show as a break or something, like it's already signed into like Netflix 

and Hulu. There’s a big screen. Now we can use it to like collaborate on 

documents, we can just like enlarge our Google doc and just work on stuff 

there. It's pretty much like a pretty good at keeping the space warm, it's 

a small space, it doesn't get cold. Yeah, yeah, it's just like, really 

nice because then you have everything to be like comfortable. Like if 

you're feeling a beanbag moment, there’s the beanbag. And for work, if you 

want a table, there’s a big table.  Yeah, just like pretty cool and like 

it's worth the walk, but you have to know what the space has to make it 

feel like the walk is worth it. 

 

RW: Yeah, yeah. So learning about the JSC in the warm weather is key. 
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Manny (They/Them): Yeah, you really have to get here in the fall. 

 

RW: Yeah. And would you say that the GSC is a primary source of support 

for you, like a primary spot where you meet people and make friends? Is it 

the only place or there are other places or groups or spaces on campus 

that provide support and social opportunities for you? 

 

Manny (They/Them): Yeah, the GSC recently became that for me because like 

now I tell my friends like requested. you see, and they like just like 

follow me or whatever because they know that we have like snacks and 

stuff. But when I worked as counter staff at the Cave, that was basically 

like my social hub because like Friday nights and Saturday nights we tend 

to have like really cool events where we bring in local artists from 

[location redacted]. Sometimes we've brought drag queens from [location 

redacted]. And we've had students organize workshops on gender and 

sexuality, and sometimes we just have like ones on hate or climate change 

or trivia. And The Cave always has free snacks and free coffee. That was 

kind of like my job to do to just give people food all the time. Organize 

a party and then we're in charge of like food, snacks, music. Because like 

we have a pretty good surround system and so like everyone from campus cis 

and straight comes in the space. And once they enter they see this big 

banner that we have that says this is an LGBTQ+ friendly zone we welcome 

all identities. Like, man, if you're not going to welcome these 

identities, then like you're not welcome here. And so it's just kind of 

like that pretty much like dim lit space with like lots of crazy party 

lights that time. And as Cave staff, everyone has to talk to me throughout 

the night. Kind of like a bartender, but without the alcohol. And I get 

stories, some people are like drunk but they just tell me stories. We 

communicate, and if they remember me, they reach out. Yeah, and so it's 

like really great that way. And yeah, so I like that, like, that was my 

queer space. My queer community building space. And now, since I don't 

work there anymore. I just kind of been like sticking with the GSC But I 

definitely have been talking about like a collaboration between the two 

spaces because like they're both like very LGBT spaces on campus. 

 

RW: Sounds good. Sounds good. And we know that not everybody who 

identifies as LGBTQ+ uses their GSC. And so without naming names, you 

don't have to tell me anybody's name or anything like that, um, do you 

know anybody on your campus who doesn't use the GSC and what are some 

reasons that they wouldn't? 

 

Manny (They/Them): Yeah, definitely. I know a lot of Brown people from, 

like, 

Like that nice people who don't use the space. The majority, like the 

biggest reason is like a cultural barrier. They have a lot of stuff to 

unpack and rework from there typically like cash like homophobic and 

transforming upbringing. When they go like they say, I'm not really 

homophobic or a trend so big. But then there's like moments where some of 

the traditional way of thinking and educating their children comes out. 

Which then the dark towards themselves and it gets really messy. But 

another reason is, like, just like how White dominated the GSC has been 

over time, like a lot of the leadership and brown coworkers had quit for 

whatever reasons and so like the staff workers that were there were white 
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And so like if they ever needed to work through their questioning moment 

they felt like they wouldn't be like understood or totally like 

comprehended with or like how to give them specific resources for the 

specific things they needed And so in that sense, I kind of had to act 

like a vehicle between The GSC and myself as much as them because they 

like what communicate some of the things to me. And then over the GSC use 

an anonymous name and just try to get like information and compile 

resources and then just give it to them. 

And sometimes it works, sometimes they're just like, oh, that's not me, 

blah, blah, blah. Like, I'm not about the rainbows, or whatever, which is 

like, you know, interesting. So work through but It's just a matter of 

cultural accessibility from the people that I know. But some other by 

questioning people that I know they're doing is a GC. is kind of like a 

feel that will like questioning so confusing, but Don't like using the 

space intense because me for me. I get the sense that they feel like you 

have to know so much about the community to feel welcome. I think 

definitely that I'm tackling as GSA with the workshops, you know, creating 

a large enough safety net that a lot of people who are questioning, or who 

are clear to feel like you don't have to know all this stuff to come into 

this space. While also educating people who do not care about the space 

but like it's important for them to like not disrespect our communities. 

 

RW: Yeah, so, so these. So the people who feel like or, you know, if 

you're seeing that people have to know a lot about LGBTQ+ identities and 

stuff to enter the GSC I mean have these people or other people kind of 

complained that Gate keeping or like, you know, like toxic behavior 

happened? The GSC like you know people telling each other. Oh, you're not 

queer enough to be here or, you know, are you really x, y, z or something 

like that? 

 

Manny (They/Them): Yeah, um, hasn't happened at the space. There's 

something like no gatekeeping in the space, once you enter it. But it's 

just like the fear of that happening in this space makes people not want 

to take that risk. I mean socially at [Northern Lights] that happens, but 

it's not limited to sexuality and gender. It's just kind of like the 

constant academic competition that we have with each other. It's not as 

bad as other institutions where it's cutthroat because like the [Northern 

Lights] campus culture is that we help each other. We tend to be very like 

externally friendly. But sometimes when we're talking to people, it kind 

of slips out where we're like, oh, you slept five hours? Well, I didn't 

sleep at all because I wanted to make sure my project was done. And when 

they say that they don't think that it's like rude, but it definitely 

really makes the other person feel like, like, damn, like I'm not an 

academic like you. 

And so those fears get translated to a lot of these spaces that we want to 

be trafficked, and then sometimes they just have trauma. And it gets 

overwhelming for them to even think about like having to relive that 

experience. A lot of us have had at times whether it's through Tumblr or 

Twitter or in person space. 

 

RW: Yeah, it's hard. Is anyone trying to, I don't know, like trying to 

improve that? The GSC workshops, you know, try to educate people about 

being better about that. But, you know, is there any other things are 
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happening that are, you know, trying to educate people to, I guess, be 

more mindful with their classmates and how they treat each other? 

 

Manny (They/Them): Yeah, there's a lot. The Office of Health Promotion has 

a lot of digital social media flyers and things everywhere like in the 

bathroom stalls that talk about, like, mind your language, person first 

language, Think about your impact rather your intent on things, which I 

think is a really helpful tool because a lot of people were like, Well, I 

didn't mean to. Okay, great. But you unpack that a person this way. Let's 

talk about that impact. Let's talk about that accountability. And so that 

foundation that everyone is kind of like used to is kind of like what the 

GSC is kind of using with our marketing team. A marketing Team of one 

person, but she's creating the music. And using that as like using like 

the same language, but being like this also placed in this moment. Where 

you have to be mindful, like, yes, we understand that you as a straight 

person may not know what all these acronyms mean or you feel like it's 

like the alphabet soup community or whatever as they've called us before 

Like you can just like ask these really horrible questions, thinking that 

it's for the sake of like learning First, let's hear some responses. Let's 

think about why you're impacting viewing you ask this question, and do you 

think this is the right person to ask And I think that's going to be 

really helpful I think also reworking some of the mission statements of 

the space and thinking about like we value questioning people allow me to 

prioritize because we want 

To like yes also foster people who are already out but also like you can 

still be proud of the space that coming out and that's okay. You don't 

have to prove to anybody. So It's great. Yeah. 

 

RW: And would it be possible. I mean, would it be possible [Northern 

Lights]. So let's say you know, let's say you're a queer person. I'm using 

queer as umbrella term to include everybody. And you decided the GSC 

wasn't for you, just for whatever reason you didn't feel included or click 

with the people who were there, or you know you were more interested in 

your major or you were more interested in whatever other interest you had 

gaming, or science fiction or whatever. What would be the odds of meeting 

other queer folks in those organizations other spaces on [Northern Lights] 

if you didn't use the GSC to look for look for queer people? 

 

Manny (They/Them): Honestly, pretty like our motto high because There's a 

lot of queer people on campus that don't like saying that they're clear 

but they definitely are in their little like private organization for 

organizing spaces. 

Because it's a small campus and also for like a small like population and 

they were kind of know everybody so like What I'm trying to say is that 

everyone's like, either involved or over involved. So there's like so many 

networks that are like overlapping each other. 

That even if this specific bubble that you're in is like not clear, 

explicit or quite specific there's going to be people within like that 

space, who 

Are possibly queer and they'll maybe like reach up to you as an individual 

and want to have like start something but like the GSC, the GSC is 

definitely like not the only space where you find it just makes it easier 

and less scary away, in my opinion, but that involves a lot of unlearning 

of the campus culture feelings towards the space. Yeah. 
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RW: Yeah, I just, I remember my college experience, long time ago. I was 

from New York. I went to SUNY Stony Brook and we had an LGBT Resource 

Center, but there were no paid staff there was no director, there was no 

you know I don't even think there were graduate students running it. It 

was just pretty much a space where the student organization ran it. And I 

would go there for the programming they offered because they invited a lot 

of cool speakers. But, um, I didn't really click with the people who were 

there. They were nice people, but 

they were very, very much into clubbing, these were the kids from the 

city. And so we had, we had train station on campus that would go back, 

you know, back and forth to the city from Long Island and so they would go 

clubbing all the time and they knew all the cool places and everything. 

And I was a I was a nerd. I wasn't even drinking coffee back then, you 

know, and I spent a lot of time on campus either with the science fiction 

forum or with the radical student newspaper or in the library. And so, one 

of the reasons I'm doing this research study as well is because there were 

a lot of things that um queer folks did in my generation, you know, as far 

as using libraries to look for LGBT information and support. That may or 

may not be happening now, because now people have the internet and people 

have social media. So I don't know, just based on based on your experience 

and you know as a younger person who, you know, grew up in that age of 

internet social media, things like that, is going to the library to look 

for LGBTQ+ books and movies still a reality, or do more people just opt 

for the Internet and social media because it's convenient? 

 

Manny (They/Them): I definitely think that for my generation, it's 

definitely just kind of like opt out of the physical and just kind of like 

stream on your own. But I think for me, like I attend to do my research on 

like everything that account online. But I really like entity or I really 

like having a physical book does talk down inside I don't know why that 

is. For me I think my life would be a lot easier if I could just have like 

the online PDF and then split my screen and have my Google Doc there and 

just take notes that way. Um, But I just like, like, I don't know. I 

really like the social interaction of getting a book and finding that but 

that feels right. But I think generationally speaking. I don't think 

that's a reality anymore. But I do think that for those with me generation 

to me feel like me. Making sure that like library staff or a space that's 

supposed to be a library. Is cognizant of the different ways that they 

have to like acknowledge different entities, they may come into this 

space. Yeah. 

 

RW: Well, [Manny], I thank you very, very much for your time and talking 

about your experiences with [the Lord] and the GSC, and your experience as 

a queer college student at [Northern Lights]. This is going to be very 

helpful for my study. We're going to be using on some of the findings from 

the study to give to the GSC director who is also going to share some of 

this with the library to try and make improvements. They both see it as a 

priority. So the conversation that we had today, see you know some of the 

some of the issues that you brought up is really important. And I just 

want to thank you for that. And if you have any questions, any concerns 

after our conversation today or you have any questions related to LGBTQ+ 

related research or resources, I am a librarian who does work with these 

subjects. So if you ever wanted to, you have my email address, you could 
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feel free to contact me at any time. Okay. All right. So, enjoy your 

Friday and enjoy your weekend, and stay well. 

 

Manny (They/Them): Will do. Bye. 

 

RW: Take care. 
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