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Abstract

Objective: Limited faculty understanding of LGBTQ+ student experiences may contribute to exclusionary
campus climates and discriminatory practices. This study examined faculty perceptions to identify ways to
improve support for LGBTQ+ students and promote inclusive environments.

Method: A descriptive quantitative design was used to examine faculty perceptions of LGBTQ+ students and
differences across geographic regions. 142 participants completed the 20-item instrument.

Results: Although regional differences in acceptance were observed, geographic location did not significantly
predict faculty attitudes. Faculty acceptance played a key moderating role in the relationship between
awareness and engagement in inclusive practices. Findings indicated that faculty attitudes alone are
insufficient without corresponding inclusive practices.

Implications: These findings underscore the need for institutional support and professional development
that facilitate the consistent implementation of inclusive teaching practices.
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Introduction

Campus climate is defined as how welcoming the environment is on a college campus (American Council on
Education, 2026). A lack of faculty understanding regarding issues currently faced by LGBTQ+ students in
higher education can create an exclusionary campus climate, potentially exposing students to hostility and
discriminatory practices. Such an exclusionary atmosphere can have a significant effect on retention rates
(Doungphummes et al., 2026; Legg et al., 2020). LGBTQ+ students often report experiencing attitudes of
homoprejudice, derogatory comments, and verbal insults (Abreu et al., 2022; Migdon, 2022; Tavarez, 2022),
leading to feelings of inequality, marginalization, and exclusion. Sexual orientation, gender identity, and
gender expression are frequently ignored, discouraged, or dismissed by faculty and peers in higher education.
These practices can inhibit students from reaching their full academic potential, cause perceptions of
invisibility, prevent essential conversations, and discourage participation in campus organizations and
activities (Tavarez, 2022). This, in turn, can result in lack of motivation, depression, anxiety, poor academic
performance, attrition, and self-harm (Abreu et al., 2021). Although abundant literature is available from
students’ perspectives concerning discrimination and campus climates, minimal literature addresses faculty
thoughts, feelings, and actions toward this marginalized group, thus creating a gap in the literature. To
address this gap, we conducted a quantitative research study to better understand faculty perceptions of
LGBTQ+ students in higher education and to guide the efforts of institutions of higher education to pursue
more inclusive practices. Highlighting inadequacies can promote student engagement and create a safer, more
inclusive, and equitable environment for students.

Literature Review

Our literature review explored discriminatory practices faced by LGBTQ+ college students, the cultivation of
supportive campus climates, and faculty attitudes, behaviors, and responsibilities toward this population in
higher education. LGBTQ+ students continue to be underrepresented in institutional policy research and
pedagogical literature, despite their increased visibility on college campuses. As a result, faculty must be
equipped to acknowledge, actively engage with, and accommodate the learning needs of LGBTQ+ students—
needs that span academic, affective, cognitive, social, and relational domains (Contos et al., 2023; Rivera et
al., 2022; Zapletal et al., 2024).

Learning needs for LGBTQ+ students may include academic considerations, such as inclusive curriculum
design, as well as affective needs, such as classroom belonging, identity affirmation, and psychological support
in response to minority stress. Environmental signals, including faculty language, inclusive policies, and
visible institutional allyship, can support these needs. Nevertheless, without cultural competence—the ability
to navigate, respect, and respond to cultural and identity-based diversity—faculty may inadvertently
reproduce the exclusions higher education seeks to eliminate. Chapman (2020), Streed et al. (2024), and
Zapletal et al. (2024) emphasized that cultural competence is crucial for student retention and success and for
preparing all students to thrive in an increasingly diverse workforce.
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Rankin et al. (2019) conducted a large-scale retrospective study on LGBTQ+ experiences in higher education,
noting disparities in student well-being, perceived safety, and institutional support. Their findings revealed
stark contrasts between heterosexual and LGBTQ+ students in terms of mental health outcomes, academic
engagement, and exposure to bias. LGBTQ+ students reported higher levels of depression, suicidal ideation,
and disengagement, often linked to feelings of invisibility and exclusion in academic environments (Abreu et
al., 2022; Gill & McQuillan, 2022; The Trevor Project, 2019). Similarly, Hong et al. (2016) and Taff and
Clifton (2022) documented ongoing exposure to microaggressions, harassment, and avoidance behaviors,
underscoring the need for faculty to intervene and advocate for LGBTQ+ inclusion. While institutional
structures play a key role, faculty-student interactions—both formal and informal—can significantly shape
students’ experiences of safety and belonging (Contos et al., 2023; Linley et al., 2016; Zapletal et al., 2024).
Even small acts, such as the proper use of pronouns or visible participation in LGBTQ+ events, can signal
support and reduce the psychological burden LGBTQ+ students face in navigating unsupportive spaces
(Rivera et al., 2022).

Intersectional factors compound the challenges LGBTQ+ students face. For example, LGBTQ+ students of
color, those with disabilities, or students from lower socioeconomic backgrounds may experience
compounded marginalization, due to the convergence of multiple axes of identity-based discrimination
(Garvey et al., 2015; Vaccaro & Mena, 2011). These overlapping identities often expose students to double
jeopardy in academic environments—both racialized and queer-specific microaggressions—which may result
in academic disengagement or increased mental health stressors. Case (2016) argued that adopting
intersectional pedagogy can help faculty avoid flattening student identities and begin responding to the
distinct ways oppression is experienced across groups.

Recent shifts in the political climate may also impact faculty perceptions and behavior. During the tenure of
former U.S. Secretary of Education Betsy DeVos, federal protections for transgender students were rolled
back, notably Title IX guidance affirming trans students’ rights to use restrooms aligned with their gender
identity (Goldberg et al., 2019). Although the U.S. Supreme Court reaffirmed protections in Bostock v.
Clayton County (2020), and the Biden administration restored federal guidance in 2021, these reversals
highlight the precariousness of institutional protections. As Schultz (2024) noted, current political discourse
continues to threaten the autonomy and safety of LGBTQ+ individuals, making consistent, institutionalized
support more urgent.

Purposeful, research-based institutional planning has been shown to reduce psychological stress and foster
inclusive campus climates, particularly when grounded in equity frameworks and identity-affirming practices
(BrckaLorenz et al., 2017). Programs such as Safe Zone training and structured allyship workshops have
proven effective in enhancing faculty understanding while reducing the burden on LGBTQ+ students to
advocate for themselves or educate others (Poynter & Tubbs, 2008). When designed effectively, such allyship
initiatives redistribute the responsibility for inclusion across the institution, moving it from marginalized
students to faculty and staff, thereby affirming the institution’s structural role in cultivating equity.

Despite growing attention to LGBTQ+ issues in higher education, the literature lacks a robust analysis of
faculty perceptions specifically. Understanding how faculty interpret, internalize, and act on inclusive values
remains a key gap in the field. While much of the literature emphasizes student outcomes, this study seeks to
contribute to the underexplored dimension of faculty attitudes, which can serve as critical gatekeepers to
equitable learning environments.
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Theoretical Framework

We used Daniel Katz’s Theory of Attitudes to examine how pre-determined ideas, social influences, and
personal beliefs intersect to shape the classroom experience for LGBTQ+ students in higher education.
Initially developed in 1960, Katz’s theory posits that attitudes serve specific psychological functions and can
be broken into three components: cognitive, affective, and conative (or behavioral). The cognitive component
involves beliefs and stereotypes—e.g., assuming LGBTQ+ students are “eccentric,” without any actual
interpersonal knowledge. The affective component reflects emotional responses, such as discomfort or
aversion. The conative component encompasses behavioral tendencies, such as avoiding engagement with
LGBTQ+ topics in the classroom or denying students identity-affirming support (Katz, 1960).

In this study, we used Katz’s theory to draw connections between faculty attitudes and variables such as age,
cultural background, geographic location, type of institution, and academic department. For example, faculty
from more conservative regions or those with limited exposure to LGBTQ+ communities may rely more
heavily on internalized beliefs and emotional responses, potentially resulting in exclusionary behaviors—
intentional or not. As shaped by these background variables, faculty attitudes may function as gatekeepers to
LGBTQ+ student belonging, participation, and academic persistence (Breyer & Mankowski, 2024; Tavarez,
2022; Tetreault et al., 2013;).

While Katz’s theory offers a valuable lens for understanding the roots of bias, it does not fully account for the
structural, relational, and pedagogical shifts required in today’s higher education landscape. Therefore, we
also draw upon inclusive pedagogy and cultural humility as complementary frameworks.

Inclusive pedagogy emphasizes responsive teaching practices that recognize and validate the diverse
identities, learning needs, and cultural assets of all students, not just in curriculum content but in course
design, discussion facilitation, and feedback practices (Banks & McGee Banks, 2020; Marchesani & Adams,
1992; Tuitt, 2010). It positions faculty as conveyors of knowledge and as agents of educational equity. Cultural
humility, in contrast, highlights the need for ongoing self-reflection, recognition of power dynamics, and
lifelong learning in faculty-student interactions (Foronda et al., 2016; Tervalon & Murray-Garcia, 1998). This
concept challenges the assumption that expertise can ever be complete, urging educators to continuous
interrogation of their biases, cultural assumptions, and relational positionality—especially when engaging
with marginalized student populations, such as LGBTQ+ students of color, those with disabilities, or students
navigating religious-cultural conflicts. Together, these frameworks support a more dynamic understanding of
faculty attitudes and underscore the importance of institutional responsibility. Faculty development initiatives
rooted in cultural humility and inclusive pedagogy, such as Safe Zone training, LGBTQ+ curriculum
integration, visible allyship, and restorative mentoring practices, can empower faculty to move beyond
tolerance toward affirming and transformative engagement (Case, 2016; Poynter & Tubbs, 2008).

By integrating Katz’s functionalist view of attitudes with contemporary pedagogical theory, this study
highlights the individual and systemic levels at which LGBTQ+ student experiences are shaped. While
individual faculty attitudes matter, institutional policies, campus culture, and professional development
opportunities co-produce the environment in which these attitudes are enacted. Promoting diversity, equity,
and inclusion thus requires coordinated attention to faculty self-awareness and institutional investment in
structural change.

Methodology

Following institutional review board approval, we utilized a descriptive study design to answer the research
questions and understand how faculty perceive and respond to LGBTQ+ students in higher education. This
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design was used to investigate relationships between faculty thoughts, feelings, and actions and LGBTQ+
students, as well as to discover relationships between faculty thoughts, feelings, and actions toward LGBTQ+
students according to geographical location. This approach was appropriate for the study, because it made use
of data from a nationwide random sample of educators.

Population and Sampling

The study targeted interdisciplinary faculty across U.S. higher education institutions. A combination of simple
random and convenience sampling was used to reach participants. The survey was distributed through
multiple virtual channels: higher education blogs, social media groups restricted to academic faculty, and
institutional outreach via email to provosts and deans at randomly selected colleges and universities. These
administrators were asked to disseminate the link among their faculty.

While intended to reach a national audience, the final sample reflected notable demographic skews. Of the 211
participants, 142 completed the full survey. A disproportionate number of respondents were from nursing and
health sciences, and certain geographic regions were overrepresented, due to the reach of digital platforms.
Furthermore, the online distribution method may have limited participation among faculty less connected to
virtual professional networks, possibly excluding perspectives from more conservative or digitally
disconnected institutions. These sampling limitations constrain the generalizability of the findings and
suggest a need for more balanced recruitment strategies in future studies.

Data Collection

Although many instruments are available to measure LGBTQ+ students’ perceptions of their college
experience and campus climates, no instruments are available to measure faculty perceptions of and
experiences with LGBTQ+ students. We therefore consulted faculty and students in the LGBTQ+ community
to develop a questionnaire.

Data were collected over 11 weeks using a 20-item questionnaire. Nine questions were multiple choice
demographic questions, and 11 items were a combination of Likert-type format and multiple-choice questions
(see Table 1). Sample survey items included questions on faculty awareness of LGBTQ+ students in their
classrooms, comfort levels with gender expression and pronoun usage, perceptions of institutional support,
and experiences witnessing discrimination or harassment. Faculty were also asked to reflect on their
engagement with inclusive practices, such as integrating LGBTQ+ content into curricula or using correct
pronouns.
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Question

Answer options

What is your age?

What is your race/ethnicity?

What is your geographic location in the U.S.?

What type of community do you reside in?

What is your rank?

What type of institution do you work for?

Is your institution public or private?

What department do you teach in?

How many years have you taught in higher
education?

Are you aware of any LGBTQ+ students that have
attended your classes?

Are you aware of any different learning needs of
LGBTQ+ students compared to learning needs of
non-LGBTQ+ student?

How comfortable are you with each of the following
statements:

- Talking to LGBTQ+ students

- When women dress more masculine

- When men dress more feminine

- When males exhibit feminine behavior

- When females exhibit masculine behavior

- Discussing LGBTQ+ topics with students

018-24 U25-34 [35-44 [45-54 U 55-64
O 65+

CJAmerican Indian or Alaska Native [ Asian or
Asian American [ Black or African American

U Hispanic or Latino [ Multi-racial [ Native
Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander C1White or
Caucasian [ Other, please specify:

0 West [ Northwest [ Southwest [ Midwest
0 Southeast [ Mid-Atlantic [ Northeast
U1 Other, please specify:

O Rural O Urban [ Suburban [ Collegiate
O Farming [ Industrial O Other, please specify:

O Adjunct faculty O Assistant professor
O Associate professor [ Clinical associate
U Instructor [ Professor [ Other, please

specify:
OUniversity

O Community/junior college
UOther, please specify:

OPublic
OPrivate

o-5 O6-10 [11-15 O16-20 O 21-25 [
26-30 [31-35 [36-40 41+

Not at all, somewhat aware, aware, very aware

Not at all, somewhat aware, aware, very aware

Very comfortable, uncomfortable, neutral,
comfortable, very comfortable
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Question

Answer options

How familiar are you with specific pronouns used in
the LGBTQ+ community?

Examples include she/her/hers, he/him/his, or
they/them/theirs.

How often do you do the following?
- Make an effort to use proper pronouns when
speaking to or about LGBTQ+ students
- Discuss safe classroom environment with students
- Discuss LGBTQ+ topics in your classroom
- Regularly associate with members of the LGBTQ+
community

Please indicate the extent of your agreement with the

following statements.

- Members of the LGBTQ+ community should be
required to use their gender-assigned bathroom.

- Members of the LGBTQ+ community should have
the same rights as others.

- LGBTQ+ students experience violence more than
other students.

- It is acceptable for LGBTQ+ students to be open
about their relationships.

Are you willing to have conversations about
LGBTQ+ topics?

How supportive do you feel your institution is of
LGBTQ+ students?

To what extent do you think the ways LGBTQ+
students perceive faculty acceptance and
understanding of their needs affect their learning?

While employed at your institution, have you
witnessed or been notified of any of the following
based on sexual orientation or gender
identity/expression? (Select all that apply.)

Have you witnessed discrimination based on sexual
orientation or gender identity/expression from any
of the following groups? (Select all that apply.)

Have you witnessed discrimination based on sexual
orientation or gender identity/expression at the
following locations? (Select all that apply.)

Not at all familiar, slightly familiar, somewhat
familiar, moderately familiar, extremely familiar

Never, rarely, sometimes, usually, always

Strongly disagree, disagree, neither agree nor
disagree, agree, strongly agree

Not at all, unlikely, neutral, possibly, absolutely

Very unsupportive, slightly unsupportive, neutral,
somewhat supportive, very supportive

None at all, a little, a moderate amount, a lot, a
great deal

Verbal harassment, physical assault, sexual
harassment, threats, graffiti, jokes, employment
problems, pressure to hide sexual orientation,
refusal of friends/colleagues to associate with an
LGBTQ+ student, housing discrimination (on or
off campus), vandalism/property destruction,
denial of services (on or off campus), pressure to
change research, academic projects, or work
activities

From students, from faculty, from staff, from
administration

Student housing or residence halls, classrooms and
classroom buildings, campus library, dining areas,
campus recreational or athletic facilities, other
locations on campus, off campus
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Data Analysis per Research Question
The following research questions were used to guide this study:
RQ 1: To what extent do faculty perceptions about LGBTQ+ students vary based on geographic location?

RQ2: How do faculty in higher education perceive and respond to the actions and presence of LGBTQ+
students?

RQ 3: How do faculty perceptions of LGBTQ+ students vary across disciplines? (This question was originally
included, but the data obtained made it impossible to analyze, so it was removed.)

RQ 4: What situations of violence, discrimination, or abuse have faculty experienced with LGBTQ+ students
in higher education?

A survey concerning faculty perceptions was administered at randomly selected universities and colleges
throughout the United States to understand better how LGBTQ+ students are perceived in the classroom and
on campus. Overall, 211 faculty responded to the survey. Data were analyzed using statistical software SPSS,
ArcPro, and Minitab 19. Descriptive statistics were used for basic demographic data and Likert-type
questions.

Although the data were informative, the results should be interpreted with caution. The voluntary and online
nature of the survey introduced self-selection bias, likely skewing the sample toward faculty already engaged
with or sympathetic to LGBTQ+ issues. These factors, combined with the disciplinary and geographic
clustering, suggest the findings are illustrative rather than representative of the national faculty population.
Future research would benefit from a mixed-methods approach, combining broader quantitative reach with
qualitative interviews or focus groups to deepen insight into faculty attitudes, language, and institutional
context. This would also help capture voices currently underrepresented due to technological access,
institutional culture, or personal reticence.

Results

Data tables and PROCESS outputs are provided, as well as summaries of practically significant trends and
interpretations of statistical findings addressing each of the study’s research questions (Table 2).
Relationships among faculty awareness, attitudes, and behaviors toward LGBTQ+ students were explored
through chi-square tests of association and moderated mediation modeling (Hayes, 2022). For the purpose of
this study, LGBTQ+ awareness is defined as a faculty member’s self-reported knowledge of LGBTQ+ student
presence, identities, terminology (e.g., pronouns), and learning needs within the classroom environment.
LGBTQ+ involvement is defined as the extent to which faculty engage with, support, or interact with LGBTQ+
individuals and issues, through means such as classroom discussions, advocacy, policy awareness, and
personal relationships with LGBTQ+ community members. LGBTQ+ acceptance is defined as an expressed
willingness to affirm LGBTQ+ identities and rights.
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Table 2. Significant Associations

Significant associations X2 p-value

Respondents who are not aware of LGBTQ+ students are more likely to select not 5.566 0.018
aware of different learning needs.

Respondents who are not aware of LGBTQ+ students are more likely to rarely to 17.340 <0.001
never discuss safe classroom environments with students.

Respondents who are not aware of LGBTQ+ students are more likely to rarely to 17.619 <0.001
never discuss LGBTQ+ topics in the classroom,

Respondents who are not aware of different learning needs of LGBTQ+ students are 6.722 0.010
more likely to be uncomfortable in some way discussing LGBTQ+ topics.

Respondents who are not aware of different learning needs of LGBTQ+ students are 5.274 0.022
more likely to be not familiar with specific pronouns used in the LGBTQ+

community.

Respondents who are not aware of different learning needs of LGBTQ+ students are 9.085 0.003

more likely to rarely or never make an effort to use proper pronouns.

Respondents who are not aware of different learning needs of LGBTQ+ students are 31.867 <0.001
more likely to rarely or never discuss safe classroom environments with students.

Respondents who are not aware of different learning needs of LGBTQ+ students are 32.695 <0.001
more likely to rarely or never discuss LGBTQ+ topics in the classroom.

Respondents who are not aware of different learning needs of LGBTQ+ students are 6.440 0.011
more likely to rarely or never associate with members of the LGBTQ+ community.

Respondents who are not aware of different learning needs of LGBTQ+ students are 13.923 <0.001
more likely to agree in some way that members of the LGBTQ+ community should be
required to use their gender assigned bathroom.

Respondents who are not aware of different learning needs of LGBTQ+ students are 4.564 0.033
unlikely to have conversations about LGBTQ+ topics.

Respondents who are not aware of different learning needs of LGBTQ+ students are 9.382 0.002
more likely to think LGBTQ+ students’ perceptions of faculty acceptance and
understanding of their needs have little to no impact on learning.

Respondents who rarely or never discuss safe classroom environment are more likely — 5.827 0.016
to be uncomfortable in some way when men dress more feminine.

Respondents who rarely or never discuss LGBTQ+ topics in the classroom are more 5.304 0.021
likely to be uncomfortable in some way when men dress more feminine.

Respondents who rarely or never associate with members of the LGBTQ+ community 4.341 0.037
are more likely to be uncomfortable in some way when men dress more feminine.

Respondents who rarely or never discuss safe classroom environment are more likely — 11.448 0.001
to be uncomfortable in some way discussing LGBTQ+ topics with students.

Respondents who rarely or never discuss LGBTQ+ topics in class are more likely to 16.111 <0.001
be uncomfortable in some way discussing LGBTQ+ topics with students.

Respondents who rarely or never associate with members of LGBTQ+ community are  9.667 0.002
more likely to be uncomfortable in some way discussing LGBTQ+ topics with
students.
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Significant associations

X2

p-value

Respondents who agree in some way that members of the LGBTQ+ community
should be required to use their gender assigned bathroom are more likely to be
uncomfortable in some way discussing LGBTQ+ topics with students.

Respondents who rarely to never make an effort to use proper pronouns are more
likely to rarely to never discuss safe classroom environment with students.

Respondents who rarely to never make an effort to use proper pronouns are more
likely to rarely to never discuss LGBTQ+ topics in the classroom

Respondents who are not aware of different learning needs of LGBTQ+ students are
more likely to rarely or never discuss LGBTQ+ topics in the classroom.

Respondents who are not aware of different learning needs of LGBTQ+ students are
more likely to rarely or never associate with members of the LGBTQ+ community.

Respondents who rarely to never discuss safe classroom environment with students
are more likely to agree in some way that members of the LGBTQ+ community
should be required to use their gender assigned bathroom.

Respondents who are not aware of different learning needs of LGBTQ+ students are
unlikely to have conversations about LGBTQ+ topics.

Respondents who are not aware of different learning needs of LGBTQ+ students are
more likely to think LGBTQ+ students’ perceptions of faculty acceptance and
understanding of their needs have little to no impact on learning.

Respondents who rarely to never discuss LGBTQ+ topics in the classroom are more
likely to agree in some way that members of the LGBTQ+ community should be
required to use their gender assigned bathroom.

Respondents who rarely to never discuss LGBTQ+ topics in the classroom are more
likely to be unwilling to have conversations about LGBTQ+ topics.

Respondents who rarely to never discuss LGBTQ+ topics in the classroom are more
likely to think LGBTQ+ students’ perceptions of faculty acceptance and
understanding of their needs have little to no impact on learning.

Respondents who rarely to never associate with members of the LBGTQ+
Community are less likely to disagree in some way that members of the LGBTQ+
community should be required to use their gender assigned bathroom.

7-307

16.915

15.388

39.702

9.914

9.790

10.823

6.998

9.031

8.917

16.939

13.524

0.007

<0.001

<0.001

<0.01

0.002

0.002

0.001

0.008

0.003

0.003

<0.001

<0.001

RQ 1: To what extent do faculty perceptions of LGBTQ+ students vary by geographic

location?

Exploring the geographic distribution of participants, the results show three distinct regions developing: the
Southeast (Alabama, Georgia, Louisiana, and Texas), the Northeast (New York, Pennsylvania, Ohio, Indiana,
and Illinois), and the West Coast (California). Clearly, these states dominated the results and made it difficult
to explore geographic distributions of responses or perform geographic regression analysis (see Figure 1).
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Figure 1. Geographic Distribution of Respondents
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While descriptive mapping revealed some clustering of faculty responses, particularly in the Southeast and
Northeast, formal spatial statistics (Moran’s I) showed no significant geographic autocorrelation overall (p =
.972). In other words, regional culture was not a reliable predictor of individual faculty attitudes in this
sample.

When addressing the type of institution participants were from, most were from universities (82.0%). The
remaining 18% were from a community college/junior college or other higher education institutions. Most
respondents were also from public institutions (74.8%) compared to private institutions (25.2%). There were
73 respondents (approximately 46.5%) in the health professions departments (nursing, medicine, health
sciences, etc.). The other half were from various departments on campus. Additionally, respondents were
asked to provide the type of community they resided in and select all that applied. Most respondents indicated
they lived in a suburban community (32.7%). The remainder were distributed accordingly: 46 respondents
resided in rural communities (21.8%) or considered their communities to be “small-town” (3.3%, 2
participants); 45 respondents lived in urban communities (21.8%); 17 respondents resided in collegiate
communities (8.1%); seven respondents resided in farming communities (3.3%); and two respondents lived in
industrial districts. Eighteen respondents did not provide community type.

Participants were then asked about witnessing any instance of harassment or discrimination at their
institution. The most common type of harassment witnessed by the respondents was the telling of jokes
(28%), followed by verbal abuse (23%) and pressure to hide sexual orientation (16%). The remaining types of
discrimination had an occurrence rate of 6% or less. It should be noted that respondents were allowed more
than one response and that 133 respondents observed no instances of harassment or discrimination based on
sexual orientation or gender identity at their institutions. Exploring the geographic distribution of the
respondents witnessing any harassment or discrimination at their institution, there was no significant
clustering or dispersion. This could be due to the lack of dispersion of respondents across geographic location
or because 133 respondents did not observe any harassment or discrimination.

Higher Learning Research Communications 11
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To further examine how demographic factors impact perceptions of LGBTQ+ students, a series of chi-square
tests of association was conducted (see Figure 2). A chi-square test of association can be used to determine if
two factors are independent of each other. A significant association was evident when a p-value was < 0.05.

Faculty in the Southeast region were more likely to be unaware of the different learning needs of LGBTQ+
students (p = 0.001), less likely to discuss LGBTQ+ topics in the classroom (p = 0.021), and less likely to have
conversations about LGBTQ+ topics (p = 0.018). Faculty in the Midwest were less likely to discuss safe
classroom environments with students (p = 0.018). Additionally, faculty who chose “other” in identifying their
race category rarely/never associated with those in the LGBTQ+ community (p = 0.039) but agreed that
LGBTQ+ students should be required to use their gender assigned bathroom (p = 0.023). These findings may
reflect differences in exposure, institutional context, or sociocultural factors. While these are statistically
significant numbers that could likely suggest the impact of a conservative culture or comparative lack of
exposure to the LGBTQ+ community (perhaps as a consequence of said conservative atmosphere), it is
relevant to note that the results from the Southeast and Midwest may have been influenced by the limitations
of geographic concentration of the study due to sampling limitations—especially in terms of the
overrepresentation of Southeast and West Coast respondents.

After completing the chi-square tests, Moran’s I and High/Low Clustering Analysis were conducted. As there
was a significant association between regions and awareness of different learning needs of LGBTQ+ students
under the chi-squared conditions, a Moran’s I test was conducted. According to Moran’s I spatial
autocorrelation test, there is less than a 5% chance that the clustered response pattern could result from
random chance (p = .033844). Mapping participants’ responses, there was no apparent clustering, and
Moran’s I did not indicate where the clustering occurred. However, there seem to be clusters of very aware
and aware responses in the Southeast and Northeast regions (Figure 2). As discussed above, some regional
associations existed between survey participants’ responses and cultural identities. Still, with most
respondents coming from Georgia, Alabama, California, Pennsylvania, and New York, it is more likely that it
is not a regional pattern but a state pattern and, on a more local scale, a pattern within states by state localities
and the different cultural and political distributions within each state.

Higher Learning Research Communications 12
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Figure 2. Map of Awareness of LGBTQ+ Students’ Different Learning Needs
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Finally, when examining the data for geographic distributions, the comfort level of participants with LGBTQ+
students was explored for any geographical distributions of comfort by regions (to show a possible cultural or
political bias in responses). Similarly to the above analysis, when examining how participants responded when
asked about comfort level with LGBTQ+ students, there seemed to be a visible distribution by region, with a
cluster of responses to very comfortable and comfortable in the Midwest, Northeast and West regions, as we
would be led to believe knowing the cultural and political sentiments in those regions to LGBTQ+ individuals.
Remembering that most responses came from the Southeast and West Coast regions, this data was not
normalized by the number of responses and shows only the overall sum of responses in each category. A
Moran’s I test was conducted, and there was no significant pattern to the responses across geographic location

(p = .972047).

Culturally and politically, existing regional differences in understanding and acceptance of LGBTQ+
communities were expected to emerge in the data collected. The United States is split into five distinct regions
of varying support for the LGBTQ+ community. The Northeast is traditionally a liberal region, and the
Northeast tends to have a more accepting attitude toward LGBTQ+ individuals and their rights.
Massachusetts was the first state to legalize same-sex marriage in 2004, with the historic case of Goodridge et
al. v. Department of Public Health, marking a turning point in the fight for LGBTQ+ rights (GLAD Law,
2026). Cities such as New York have historically been centers for LGBTQ+ activism and culture. The
Stonewall riots that took place there in 1969 are often seen as the start of the modern LGBTQ+ rights
movement (Levy, n.d.). Research indicates residents of the Northeast are more likely to support protections
for LGBTQ+ individuals and less likely to oppose discriminatory services that benefit them (Public Religion
Research Institute, 2023).

In contrast, the Southern United States tends to be more conservative, and these attitudes can extend to views
on LGBTQ+ individuals and rights. There are fewer legal protections for LGBTQ+ individuals in many
Southern states, with several not having laws prohibiting discrimination based on sexual orientation or
gender identity in areas such as employment and housing (Movement Advancement Project, 2023). This is
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ironic, considering the largest concentration of LGBTQ+ adults (35.9%) is located in the Southern region
(Flores & Contron, 2023).

Historically, the West Coast, particularly California, has been at the forefront of LGBTQ+ rights and culture.
San Francisco has been an LGBTQ+ hub since the first half of the 20th century (Bitterman & Hess, 2021).
Additionally, California was the first state to adopt domestic partnership legislation, in 1999, which provided
legal recognition and rights to same-sex couples (Marcus, 1992). The Midwest has exhibited a mix of attitudes
towards LGBTQ+ individuals and rights. Urban centers like Chicago strongly support LGBTQ+ rights, with
Chicago being home to the first gay rights organization in the U.S. (Crawford & Springate, 2020) However,
rural areas in the Midwest can be more conservative in their attitudes towards LGBTQ+ individuals and issues
(Maerker, 2023).

The final regions, the Mountain West and Great Plains, are typically conservative, but some exceptions have
existed. For example, Colorado showed progressive tendencies toward acceptance of LGBTQ+ individuals, by
passing comprehensive civil rights legislation protecting them from discrimination in 2008 (Eskridge &
Wilson, 2018; Staley & Leonardi, 2019). It is important to note that while there are general trends in attitudes
towards LGBTQ+ individuals and rights in these regions, variation within each region is significant. Factors
such as personal beliefs, education level, and exposure to diversity can all impact individual attitudes. Despite
the challenges, progress toward greater acceptance and equality has been made nationwide. While personal
attitudes tend to cluster regionally, the data collected for this study did not provide strong evidence of any
regional divisions of faculty perceptions of LGBTQ+ or faculty interaction with LGBTQ+ individuals. Visually,
there tended to be clustering areas in the maps, and statistical analysis indicated some significance to the data
clustering. The findings suggest that localized institutional climates, more than broad regional cultures, may
be attributed to faculty perceptions. Still, the sparseness of the geographical data made it impossible to
conduct any geographic regression analysis between the variables and the comfort level of faculty towards
LGBTQ+ students (see Figure 3).

Figure 3. Map of Faculty Comfort Level With LGBTQ+ Students
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While cultural expectations suggested regional variation in faculty perceptions of LGBTQ+ students, this
study found limited evidence of consistent geographic trends. Although some significant differences emerged,
particularly among faculty in the Southeast, Southwest, and Midwest, who were less likely to recognize
LGBTQ+ learning needs or discuss inclusive topics, formal spatial analysis (Moran’s I) indicated no strong
geographic clustering of attitudes. Instead, localized patterns at the state or institutional level, rather than
broad regional distinctions, appeared more influential. The overrepresentation of respondents from select
states may have skewed results, and the lack of distribution limited broader generalizability.

In answering the research question to what extent do faculty perceptions of LGBTQ+ students vary by
geographic location, the study found that faculty perceptions of LGBTQ+ students showed some regional
variation but were shaped more by local and institutional factors than broad geographic trends. Key
takeaways included:

e While descriptive mapping suggested clusters of awareness and comfort in regions like the Southeast
and Northeast, formal spatial analysis (Moran’s I) found no statistically significant geographic
clustering, indicating that regional culture alone was not a reliable predictor.

e Southeast faculty were significantly less likely to be aware of LGBTQ+ students’ learning needs and
less likely to engage in LGBTQ+ inclusive classroom practices.

e  Midwest faculty showed less engagement in fostering safe classroom environments.

e Faculty demographics (e.g., race, department, institution type, and community setting—urban, rural,
suburban) did not show significant variation in faculty perceptions.

e Some state-level clusters of awareness and comfort did emerge (e.g., Georgia, Pennsylvania),
suggesting localized institutional climates may influence perceptions more than region-wide trends.

RQ 2: How do faculty in higher education perceive and respond to the actions and
presence of LGBTQ+ students?

Overall, the results indicated that most faculty members reported positive general attitudes toward LGBTQ+
students. Sixty-one percent indicated they were aware or very aware of LGBTQ+ students in their classrooms,
and a majority expressed comfort in interpersonal and instructional contexts: 67% felt comfortable or very
comfortable talking to LGBTQ+ students, 63% felt similarly when students dressed in alignment with their
gender identity, and 64% were comfortable with gender-nonconforming behavior. Over half (53%) reported
feeling comfortable discussing LGBTQ+ topics in class, and 58% were willing to engage in open dialogue
around these issues.

These surface-level indicators of support did not always translate into inclusive practices. Nearly half (47%) of
faculty were unaware or only somewhat aware of the distinct learning needs of LGBTQ+ students. Just 21% of
faculty reported they only sometimes discussed LGBTQ+ topics in the classroom, and just 44% said they
usually or always tried to use correct pronouns. While 60% reported at least moderate familiarity with
LGBTQ+ pronouns, the action-oriented behavior of using them consistently was considerably lower.
Similarly, although 46% said they usually or always promote a safe classroom environment, this left a
significant portion who do so rarely or not at all. Notably, only 29% of respondents felt their institutions were
supportive or very supportive of LGBTQ+ students, suggesting a disconnect between individual faculty beliefs
and broader institutional climates. The chi-square test of association in Table 2 revealed that respondents who
were not aware of LGBTQ+ students were more likely to be unaware of different learning needs (p = 0.018),
rarely to never discuss safe classroom environments with students (p <0.001), and rarely to never discuss
LGBTQ+ topics in the classroom (p <0.001).
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Discomfort with LGBTQ+ topics and lack of interaction with the LGBTQ+ community were also closely
associated with this lack of awareness. Respondents who were not aware of the different learning needs of
LGBTQ+ students rarely or never associated with members of the LGBTQ+ community (p = 0.011). Those
more likely to be uncomfortable discussing LGBTQ+ topics reflected a p value of 0.010. Participants who were
more likely to be unfamiliar with pronouns used in the LGBTQ+ community (p = 0.022) or to try to use those
pronouns (p = 0.003) rarely to never discuss safe classroom environments with students (p <0.001), rarely to
never discuss LGBTQ+ topics in the classroom (p <0.001), and are unwilling to have conversations about
LGBTQ+ topics with students (p = 0.033). Most participants felt students’ perceptions of faculty acceptance
and understanding of their needs had no impact on their learning (p = 0.002), despite extensive research
showing that belonging, safety, and faculty support are deeply tied to student outcomes (e.g., Linley et al.,
2016; Rivera et al., 2022).

A notable pattern emerged around faculty who endorsed restrictive views, such as requiring students to use
gender-assigned bathrooms. Participants who felt LGBTQ+ students should use their gender-assigned
bathrooms rarely to never associated with members of the LGBTQ+ community (p <0.001), rarely to never
discussed LGBTQ+ topics in the classroom (p = 0.003), were uncomfortable discussing LGBTQ+ topics with
students (p = 0.007), rarely to never discussed safe classroom environment (p = 0.002), and were not aware
of different learning needs of LGBTQ+ students (p <0.001). Respondents who rarely or never discuss safe
classroom environments were more likely to be uncomfortable when men dress in a feminine way (p = 0.016),
rarely to never had conversations in the classroom about LGBTQ+ topics (p = 0.001), were uncomfortable
discussing LGBTQ+ topics with students (p = 0.001), and rarely to never made an effort to use correct
pronouns (p <0.001).

Respondents who rarely or never associated with members of the LGBTQ+ community were more
uncomfortable discussing LGBTQ+ topics with students (p = 0.002), rarely to never discussed LGBTQ+ topics
in the classroom (p = 0.003), were more uncomfortable when men dress more feminine (p = 0.037), and were
more likely to think LGBTQ+ students’ perceptions of faculty acceptance and understanding have little to no
impact on learning (p <0.001). Respondents who rarely to never discussed LGBTQ+ topics in the classroom
rarely or never tried to use correct pronouns (p <0.001), were not aware of different learning needs of
LGBTQ+ students (p <0.01), and were more likely to think LGBTQ+ students’ perceptions of faculty
acceptance and understanding have little to no impact on learning (p <0.001). Respondents who were not
aware of the different learning needs of LGBTQ+ students rarely or never associated with members of the
LGBTQ+ community (p = 0.002), were unlikely to have conversations about LGBTQ+ topics with students (p
= 0.001), were more likely to think LGBTQ+ students’ perceptions of faculty acceptance and understanding of
their needs have little to no impact on learning (p = 0.008). These results suggest that exposure and
awareness are closely linked to considering the impact of inclusive behaviors in pedagogy.

The study’s key findings on faculty perceptions and responses to LGBTQ+ students include:

e  General attitudes were broadly supportive. Most faculty (61%) reported being aware of LGBTQ+
students and comfortable engaging with them in personal (67%) and instructional (53%) contexts.

¢ Comfort did not always translate into inclusive practice. Although awareness and comfort were high,
only 44% consistently used correct pronouns, and just 21% discussed LGBTQ+ topics in the classroom
regularly.

e Awareness of specific learning needs was limited. Nearly half (47%) of respondents were unaware or
only somewhat aware of the distinct learning needs of LGBTQ+ students.
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e Faculty behavior correlated with exposure. Those who rarely associated with LGBTQ+ individuals
were more likely to avoid LGBTQ+ topics in class, misuse pronouns, and deny the impact of faculty
acceptance on student learning (p < .001 across multiple comparisons).

e Restrictive views predicted exclusionary behavior. Faculty who believed students should use gender-
assigned bathrooms were significantly less likely to foster safe classroom environments or discuss
LGBTQ+ issues.

¢ Institutional support lagged behind personal support. Only 29% of faculty believed their institution
was supportive of LGBTQ+ students, despite more favorable personal attitudes.

e Discomfort lead to disengagement. Faculty who expressed discomfort with LGBTQ+ topics were
statistically more likely to neglect inclusive language, avoid discussions, and underestimate the
importance of affirming environments for learning.

e Awareness and interaction were closely connected. A lack of awareness of LGBTQ+ students’ needs
was consistently associated with a lack of interaction with the LGBTQ+ community (p < .01),
highlighting how exposure drives empathy and inclusive behavior.

RQ 3: How do faculty perceptions of LGBTQ+ students vary across disciplines?

As stated previously, this question was originally included in the research questions to be explored; however,
the data obtained precluded such exploration.

RQ 4: Does LGBTQ+ awareness directly or indirectly impact LGBTQ+ acceptance?
How does faulty acceptance and involvement play a role in this relationship?

To explore the relationship between faculty awareness, involvement, and acceptance of LGBTQ+ students, a
moderated mediation analysis was conducted using the PROCESS tool in SPSS (Model 8; Hayes, 2022).
PROCESS is a flexible computational tool used to estimate mediation or moderation models. It is based on
multiple linear regression and is considered appropriate for analyzing interactions between continuous
independent variables (Hayes, 2022; Hayes & Matthes, 2009).

In the process of multiple linear regression, the goal is to estimate the relationship between a dependent
variable and multiple independent variables. Each independent variable has a corresponding coefficient (B)
that represents the change in the dependent variable for a unit change in that independent variable while
holding other variables constant.

Four hypotheses were tested:
e Hi1: LGBTQ+ awareness positively impacts LGBTQ+ involvement.
e Ha2: There is a positive relationship between LGBTQ+ involvement and LGBTQ+ acceptance.
e H3: LGBTQ+ awareness has a direct impact on LGBTQ+ acceptance.

e  Hy: Faculty acceptance moderates the relationship between LGBTQ+ awareness and LGBTQ+
acceptance, where the negative relationship is stronger for faculty who perceive a lower level of
acceptance.
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We tested the hypotheses using PROCESS for SPSS (Model 8): First, the mediation role of LGBTQ+
involvement between LGBTQ+ awareness and LGBTQ+ acceptance. Second, the moderation role of faculty
acceptance between LGBTQ+ awareness and LGBTQ+ involvement (see Figure 4).

Figure 4. Moderate Mediation Effect of LGBTQ+ Acceptance Model
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Hi1 suggested that LGBTQ+ awareness impacts LGBTQ involvement. As predicted, PROCESS yielded
significant results with F (10,148) = 74.80, p < .01, and R2? = 0.84, indicating a good overall model fit. The
coefficient of LGBTQ+ awareness (B = 2.30, t = 4.60, p < .001) indicated a statistically significant impact on
LGBTQ+ involvement, thus supporting Hi.

H2 suggested a positive relationship between LGBTQ+ involvement and LGBTQ+ acceptance. The coefficient
of LGBTQ+ involvement (B = 0.24, t = 2.3, p < .05) showed a statistically significant positive impact on
LGBTQ+ acceptance, thus supporting H2. Therefore, the mediation role of LGBTQ+ involvement is
supported. However, the results indicated that LGBTQ+ awareness does not have a statistically significant
impact on LGBTQ+ acceptance; therefore, H3 is not supported.

Moderation Analysis of Awareness and Acceptance

After testing the main effects, we used Hayes’s (2013) PROCESS with 5000 bootstrap samples and 95% bias-
corrected confidence intervals to assess whether the mediated effects of LGBTQ+ involvement between
LGBTQ+ awareness and LGBTQ+ acceptance remained valid in different faculty acceptance environments
(see Table 3). The results revealed a significant unconditional interaction effect of LGBTQ+ awareness and
faculty acceptance on LGBTQ+ involvement with F (10,148) = 74.80, p < .01, and R2= 0.84, (B =-1.01, t = -
2.75, p < .001). Consistent with H4, the results indicated that the negative relationship, as defined by ff being
the slope of the relationship, between LGBTQ+ awareness and LGBTQ+ acceptance had a significant impact
on faculty who felt a lower level of acceptance (B = .79, p < .001) than those who felt a high level of acceptance
(B = 0.30, p < .01). Therefore, H4 is supported. Table 3 demonstrates the impact of two-way interaction on
LGBTQ+ acceptance.
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Table 3. Results of PROCESS (Model 8) on LGBTQ+ Acceptance and Involvement

2=0.84,p<.01, Moderated mediation model (LGBTQ+ acceptance)
Variables B SE T p LLCI ULCI
Constant -5.7331 1.9069 -3.0065 .0026 -9.4705 -1.9956
LGBTQ+ awareness -.6616 .6001 -1.1024 .2703 -1.8378 .5147
LGBTQ+ involvement .2448 .1064 2.3010 .0214 .0363 .4533
GEO location .2986 .2706 1.1036 .2698 -.2317 .8290
Associate LGBTQ .3379 .2627 1.2866 .1982 -.1769 .8527
Assigned bathroom -.3996 .2388 -1.6734 .0043 -.8676 .0684
Experience violence -.2002 .2999 -.6675 .5045 -.7881 .3877
Off-Campus 1.7678 1.0407 1.6986 .0894 -.2720 3.8076
Open relationship .8543 .3372 2.5339 .0113 .1935 1.5152
Private/public univ -.9384 .6017 -1.5597 .1188 -2.1176 .2408
R2=0.84, p<.01, Moderated mediation model (LGBTQ+ involvement)
Variables B SE T p LLCI ULCI
Constant .4187 7118 .5883 .5572 .9879 1.8253
LGBTQ+ awareness 6.2705 1.5092 4.1547 .0001 3.2880 9.2529
Faculty acceptance 1.0873 .29069 3.6617 .0003 .5005 1.6741
LGBTQ aware faculty -1.0092 .3670 -2.7496 .0067 -1.7346 -.2839
accept

GEO location -.0436 .1640 -.2657 .7909 -.3676 .2805
Associate LGBTQ+ 1.5867 .1783 8.9001 .0000 1.2344 1.9390
Assigned bathroom -.2656 .1530 -1.7361 .0846 -.5679 .0367
Experience violence .2594 .2013 1.2886 .1995 -.1384 .6573
Off-campus .8603 .5180 1.6610 .0988 -.1632 1.8839
Open relationship .5026 .2395 2.0984 .0376 .0293 .9759
Private/public univ .1006 .4088 .2460 .8060 -.7073 .0084

Further analysis of the data revealed that awareness influenced acceptance primarily through increased
involvement. Direct effects of awareness on acceptance were not significant, but faculty who reported greater
involvement and perceived a more accepting environment demonstrated stronger support for LGBTQ+
students.
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Key findings included:

e Hiwas supported: LGBTQ+ awareness significantly increased LGBTQ+ involvement, meaning faculty
who were more aware of LGBTQ+ issues were more likely to engage with or support LGBTQ+
individuals and topics.

e H2 was supported: LGBTQ+ involvement significantly predicted LGBTQ+ acceptance, suggesting that
active engagement was a key pathway through which faculty develop more accepting attitudes.

e H3 was not supported: LGBTQ+ awareness did not have a direct effect on LGBTQ+ acceptance,
indicating that awareness alone was insufficient to foster acceptance without corresponding
involvement.

e H4 was supported: Faculty acceptance levels moderated the impact of awareness on involvement, but
this relationship was even more pronounced in environments where institutional acceptance was
perceived to be low. In less supportive settings, personal awareness played a larger role in motivating
inclusive behaviors.

Overall, the results of the study indicate that, in terms of how and when faculty become meaningfully engaged
in LGBTQ+ inclusion, awareness alone does not result in acceptance. Faculty who were aware of LGBTQ+
students or issues were not automatically more accepting. Awareness must lead to involvement, wherein
practical and relational engagement (such as using pronouns, creating safe classrooms, and discussing
LGBTQ+ topics) can result in genuine acceptance. Involvement was shown to be a crucial mediator between
knowing and supporting. Faculty who were more involved with LGBTQ+ students (whether socially,
institutionally, or pedagogically) were more likely to show actual acceptance. Therefore, the findings of this
study indicate that institutions must go beyond awareness campaigns and create more avenues for active
engagement between faculty and LGBTQ+ students.

Institutional culture notably impacts individual awareness and involvement. When faculty perceive low
institutional support for LGBTQ+ students, the relationship between their personal awareness and their
involvement becomes stronger. In those unsupportive environments, personal conviction matters more, and
awareness plays a critical role in prompting action. Supportive institutions make involvement easier and less
dependent on awareness. In more inclusive campuses, even faculty with lower awareness might still engage in
supportive behaviors because of cultural norms, expectations, or policy guidance.

Discussion

This study explored how faculty in higher education perceive, engage with, and support LGBTQ+ students,
emphasizing how awareness, involvement, and acceptance interact across different contexts. While most
faculty (95%) reported feeling comfortable around LGBTQ+ students and 77% felt their institutions were
supportive, 67% of faculty said they were not aware that LGBTQ+ students’ learning needs might be different
from those of non-LGBTQ+ students. Those faculty also rarely associated with LGBTQ+ students and did not
discuss safe classroom environments or LGBTQ+ topics in the classroom. These gaps suggest that comfort
alone was insufficient to drive equitable engagement.

Consistent with past research highlighting the critical role of faculty in fostering student belonging and
success (Linley et al., 2016; Zapletal et al., 2024), our findings emphasize that awareness must lead to action.
Faculty who were more aware of LGBTQ+ students were more likely to engage with them directly by using
inclusive language, discussing LGBTQ+ topics in class, and creating safe learning environments. Importantly,
this involvement significantly predicted higher levels of acceptance, while awareness of the presence of
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LGBTQ+ students did not correlate with acceptance of them. This reinforces the idea that experiential,
relational engagement is essential to cultivating affirming attitudes and behaviors. Students need to know
faculty are supportive and accepting of them, so they can be comfortable in their learning and social
environments. It is also beneficial when LGBTQ+ faculty can serve as role models and when non-LGBTQ+
faculty can support students as allies. Faculty can show support by attending events on campus and having
informal interactions with students. Although faculty may not realize the importance of this for a number of
reasons, these actions convey that faculty care about student experiences and campus climate (Linley et al.,
2016).

Further results suggested that institutional culture could shape faculty behavior. In environments perceived
as less supportive of LGBTQ+ students, the relationship between personal awareness and involvement was
stronger. This demonstrates that in the absence of structural support, individual faculty convictions played a
larger role in prompting inclusive action. In contrast, supportive institutions appeared to normalize inclusive
behaviors more broadly, enabling faculty who were less aware to engage in affirming practices through
modeled norms and policy structures.

As expected, those in the Southern region were less accepting of LGBTQ+ students overall, while the Midwest,
Northern, and East Coast regions were more accepting, particularly in more urban areas. The attitudes and
beliefs of faculty in rural and Southeast regions toward LGBTQ+ students reflected a lack of awareness of
learning needs and an absence of discussion of LGBTQ+ topics in the classroom. These faculty also felt that
their unwillingness to support this group had no impact on their learning. These concerns may be linked to
Daniel Katz’s theory of attitudes. Faculty in those areas may hold stronger biases toward LGBTQ+ students
compared to their urban counterparts. This could be attributed to several factors, including the influence of
conservative religious and cultural values, limited exposure to diverse populations, and less access to
resources and education about LGBTQ+ issues in rural areas. These biases can have detrimental effects on
LGBTQ+ students in rural and Southern regions, who may already face greater social isolation and
disapproval compared to those in urban areas. It is therefore important for institutions in rural areas to take
steps towards promoting equitable experiences for this group of students, such as providing education and
training for faculty on LGBTQ+ issues, creating support networks for LGBTQ+ students, and establishing
policies and practices that promote acceptance, along with a safe learning environment. While faculty in the
South and Midwest were statistically less likely to discuss LGBTQ+ issues or recognize diverse learning needs,
formal spatial analysis showed no strong regional clustering. This suggested that institutional climate, rather
than region alone, may be the more reliable predictor of faculty attitudes and behaviors. This finding
tempered the generalizability of regional claims due to sample distribution, thus further suggesting the
importance for institutions of creating an inclusive environment.

While many faculty reported general awareness of LGBTQ+ issues, this did not consistently translate into
inclusive action. For example, although 60% of respondents indicated moderate familiarity with LGBTQ+
pronouns, only 44% reported using them regularly in practice. Similarly, while nearly half (46%) of faculty
expressed a belief in creating safe classroom environments (although this left a significant portion who self-
reported doing so rarely or not at all), our study indicated that faculty did not regularly introduce LGBTQ+
topics in classrooms (21%). However, 94% of participants were open to introducing LGBTQ+ issues, and 74%
already had some LGBTQ+ topics in their course. While the lack of regular coverage of LGBTQ+ topics may
have been attributed to the courses’ content, these patterns suggest that awareness, understood as cognitive
recognition of LGBTQ+ presence or terminology, may exist without corresponding inclusivity.

Furthermore, awareness of issues alone did not always support acceptance, though the study revealed
awareness of LGBTQ+ issues typically lead to greater involvement with students, thus leading to greater
acceptance. Seventy-four percent of faculty in this study indicated they had not witnessed any discrimination
against LGBTQ+ students. Of those who had experienced discrimination, 19% revealed that most
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discrimination occurred in the classroom. Some behaviors identified were telling inappropriate jokes (28%),
verbal abuse (23%), and pressure to hide sexual orientation (23%). These systemic behaviors can be
unwelcoming for LGBTQ+ students and create unnecessary stress (Taff & Clifton, 2022), but affirming faculty
can help students navigate those environments and help them develop a sense of belonging (Rivera et al.,
2022). Many LGBTQ+ students feel inferior and fear being victims of hate crimes. Faculty are responsible for
supporting and educating these students about avoiding harassment and victimization and handling difficult
conversations (Gill & McQuillan, 2022). Structured discussions about identity, heterosexism, and campus
climate among faculty and students can help bring attention to others’ intentional or unintentional
discriminatory actions and foster a more inclusive environment (Taff & Clifton, 2022; Woodford et al., 2018).

It has been well documented that LGBTQ+ students have varying needs in higher education. Faculty must be
educated on LGBTQ+ learning needs in order to support, teach, and interact with students in respectful ways
and help them become more confident. Administrative bodies have a responsibility to support and mentor
faculty to help develop pedogeological skills, such as affirmation of students and communicating constructive
feedback (Woodford et al., 2018). Programs such as Safe Zone, Safe Space, or Allies have been instituted to
raise awareness for those interested in learning more about LGBTQ+ people. Even with these programs in
place, additional advanced learning opportunities for faculty, staff, and other students should also be
considered to understand LGBTQ+ issues more thoroughly.

An immediate action educators could take to bridge the gap between awareness and the practice of creating a
safe classroom environment would be using inclusive language in the classroom and around campus. This
small gesture demonstrates faculty support to students and reaffirms that they matter. When introductions
occur on the first day of class, this opportunity should be used to tell students to notify faculty if they want to
be called a name other than what is on the class roster and ask what pronouns they use. Faculty should also
avoid using the word preferred when referring to pronouns or name usage, which suggests using the
terminology the student has asked be used is optional.

Integrating LGBTQ+ topics into course content offers a critical opportunity for moving from passive
awareness to active inclusion. Sirota (2013) reported that 79% of educators felt comfortable teaching LGBTQ+
content and that the content needed to be in the curriculum. Nevertheless, Jewell et al. (2025) found that the
integration of these topics was either non-existent or very limited. There appears to be a gap between faculty
members’ agreement about the importance of teaching LGBTQ+ topics and the incorporation them into
curricula. Faculty may hesitate to do this for fear of controversy or uncertainty about how to approach these
topics or their own assumptions that LGBTQ+ content is irrelevant to their discipline. Inclusion, however,
does not require overhauling an entire syllabus. Small, intentional adjustments, such as incorporating
readings by LGBTQ+ authors, discussing landmark legal cases affecting LGBTQ+ rights, or analyzing gender
identity through the lens of the course’s subject matter, can foster a more affirming environment. These
pedagogical choices help LGBTQ+ students feel seen and validated while also enriching all students’
understanding of diversity and social complexity. Institutions should support this work by offering discipline-
specific training, example lesson plans, and guidance on facilitating respectful dialogue around identity.
Without such support, faculty awareness may remain theoretical, never fully shaping the learning
environment in ways that support equity and belonging.

The gaps between faculty awareness, acceptance, and action underscore the need for institutions to provide
targeted support that moves faculty from passive understanding to active inclusion. Notably, only 29% of
respondents felt their institutions were supportive or very supportive of LGBTQ+ students, suggesting a
disconnect between individual faculty beliefs and broader institutional climates. Faculty development efforts
must go beyond information dissemination and focus on integrating inclusive practices into daily pedagogy,
such as using affirming language, modeling correct pronoun use, and explicitly acknowledging diverse
learning needs. Without institutional reinforcement and opportunities to practice these behaviors, awareness
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risks becoming performative rather than transformative. The disconnect between expressed openness and
enacted behavior represents a clear opportunity for faculty development and administrative intervention to
bridge the gap between acceptance and action. To do so, the following recommendations should be
considered. Institutions can:

e Offer ongoing professional development focused on LGBTQ+ issues, inclusive syllabi design, and
pedagogical strategies that support gender and sexual identity diversity. Programs like Safe Zone or
mentorship initiatives can be enhanced with advanced, content-specific learning.

¢ Normalize inclusive practices at the administrative level. For example, including pronouns in official
email signatures, ensuring forms and data systems allow for gender diversity, and issuing public
support statements in response to national LGBTQ+ events or crises.

o Facilitate intentional faculty-student engagement by offering opportunities for faculty to interact with
LGBTQ+ individuals and content outside the classroom. These might include supporting LGBTQ+
student groups, attending campus events, integrating LGBTQ+ authors and media into faculty
reading groups or course materials, and sponsoring LGBTQ+ speaker series.

The results of this study suggest faculty awareness is necessary but insufficient for fostering LGBTQ+ equity in
higher education. Institutions must actively support the translation of awareness into involvement and the
cultivation of meaningful, sustained acceptance. The initiatives necessary to improve campus climate will
require both individual commitment and systemic change at the institutional level.

Limitations

There were some limitations to this study. First, participant recruitment was conducted entirely online, which
may have inadvertently skewed the sample toward faculty who are more technologically engaged and
potentially more progressive in their views. Faculty members who are less familiar with or less inclined to
participate in virtual formats may also hold different attitudes toward LGBTQ+ students, and their
perspectives may not be fully represented. Valuable information might have been obtained if a distributed
hard-copy questionnaire had been completed and returned.

Bias was also recognized as a possible limitation. Due to self-selection bias, individuals who chose to answer
the survey may be more supportive of the LGBTQ+ population. To address this limitation, institutions were
randomly sampled from multiple regions of the country. In addition, the study was sent to faculty of all
academic areas. As often as possible, multiple options were available (ranging from strongly disagree to
strongly agree) to avoid yes/no binary answers. Prior to beginning this study, we consulted faculty members
from the LGBTQ+ community for input and the construction of questions. While we understand that
historically respondents may be influenced by a social desirability bias and, as a result, may over-report or
under-report desired attitudes or behaviors, we have relied on the anonymity of participants as the
methodology to ensure honest answers to survey questions. Given the survey’s sensitive nature, the
researchers included a measure of social desirability and considered that during data analysis.

The study initially sought to explore differences in faculty perceptions by academic discipline. However, this
line of inquiry was removed due to insufficient data and an unequal distribution of responses across
disciplines. Future research could address this limitation by requiring discipline disclosure or targeting
specific academic units to examine how disciplinary norms influence LGBTQ+ inclusivity in teaching.

Finally, while the study was not explicitly designed to evaluate the impact of COVID-19 or remote teaching
modalities, it is worth noting that the ongoing shift to virtual instruction during and after the pandemic may
have affected faculty and student interaction patterns. Reduced in-person contact could have limited
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opportunities for informal engagement, visibility of LGBTQ+ identities, or real-time classroom discussion on
inclusive topics. These changes may have shaped faculty perceptions in complex ways that warrant further
exploration in future research.

Conclusion

Systematically identifying and examining existing concerns, increasing faculty awareness, and fostering a
culture of institutional change can support faculty in implementing meaningful and sustained improvements
in their instructional practices that positively influence outcomes for LGBTQ+ students. The focus of this
study was to explore faculty perceptions of LGBTQ+ students in higher education to understand how faculty
can better support the needs of this underserved and underrepresented group. Although faculty generally
expressed positive attitudes toward LGBTQ+ students, the findings revealed that these attitudes were not
consistently reflected in inclusive teaching practices. Awareness of LGBTQ+ students’ needs, while found
among many participants, did not reliably translate into engagement or implementation of affirming
strategies. Instead, active involvement—such as integrating inclusive content, using affirming language, and
fostering supportive classroom environments—emerged as a critical mechanism through which awareness
was operationalized into meaningful support. These findings suggest that improving campus climate requires
not only increasing faculty awareness, but also providing structured opportunities, institutional support, and
professional development that facilitate the consistent application of inclusive practices.
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