Common Language Workshop for Staff

Acknowledgement:  
Bonnie Augusta, Gay, Lesbian, Bisexual, Transgender, and Questioning 

Resource Teacher, Madison, WI

Estimated time: 
2 to 4 hours
Suggested grouping: Whole group, Small groups of 5 to 8 people

Intended audience(s):  All staff from a single elementary school. This ideally would include all staff; teachers, educational assistants, custodians, food service personnel, lunchroom and playground supervisors, after school daycare providers, bus drivers, principal, etc.  

With adaptations to the scenarios this could also be done with a middle school or high school staff.  Due to the larger numbers usually in those staffs, additional steps may also be needed get feedback from everyone and to reach consensus.  That is, whole group time for feedback may be done in smaller groups, possibly by department or grade level.  Then consensus could be done through leadership team or department chairs.

Required materials: Copies of the scenarios for each participant (Sample attached.)

Purpose: 


1. To develop a common language around GLBT issues and situations 

2. To raise staff members comfort level with dealing with these situations 

3. To give staff members an appropriate and immediate response (no surprises) 

4. To assure staff members that their colleagues are in agreement and supportive.

5. To assures that all students are receiving similar messages about GLBT issues throughout their day and across their years in elementary school

Description:

Two hour basic activity:

The facilitator could use the sample scenarios or develop unique situations for that school with the principal or representative group from the school.  The samples are based on real situations the developer had dealt with in the elementary schools.   

Divide the participants into groups of 5 to 8 people so that each group is dealing with a single scenario. If the staff is large it is possible to have more than one group work on the same scenario, but ideally the groups should remain small so everyone’s voice is heard.  (Have the principal help form these groups ahead of time or develop a random way of assigning groups, so that grade level teams are not all together in the same group.)  Explain that these types of situations often occur and teachers are just as often taken by surprise.  This activity will allow the school to have up front thinking time to give them the best opportunity to fully explore possible responses and to come to full agreement as a staff on the suggested common language.  This does not have to be a memorized scripted reply: rather a general answer that teachers can adapt to the age of the children involved and the situation.

Assign each group their scenario. Have each group brainstorm ideas of how they think their school staff should respond to that situation.  Have one person take notes so the group can later report out on their suggested options. (30 minutes)  If a group finishes early suggest they look over the other scenarios and discuss possible responses.

Gather the whole group together and have each group give their suggested response(s) and highlights of their discussion.  After each group reports, have the whole group ask questions  and give feedback and/or suggestions.  Again someone from the reporting group should take notes on this feedback.  (10 minutes per group, 60 minutes total-this could vary depending on the number of scenarios used and the discussion that ensues.)

Again divide into the small groups to process the large group’s feedback.  Have each group fine tune their suggested response(s).   Be sure the recorder hands the fine tuned product.

Additional activities: 

· Depending on the schools awareness level about GLBT issues in school a pre-workshop inservice may be needed.  This could be a panel of local activists, GLSEN speakers, or GLBT parents to discuss concerns and issues.  This could be as the first hour of the above workshop or at a previous time. The staff should be allowed adequate time for questions.  (60 minutes)

· After the large group gives feedback, have a panel of GLBT students and children of GLBT parents, preferable who attended that elementary school, present their stories to the staff.  They could discuss what it was like for them when they attended elementary school and/or their experiences now.  To find these students ask the advisor of the high school’s GSA (Gay Straight Alliance), COLAGE (Children of Lesbians and Gays Everywhere) and/or GLSEN (Gay, Lesbian and Straight Educational Network).  The facilitator may need to work with this group ahead of time to prepare them for the teacher’s questions.  Often teachers will specifically ask the students what they think of their proposed responses to the scenarios and this feedback can then become a part of their fine tuning.   (60 minutes) 

Follow up:

· With the principal the facilitator should review all responses and type up a final copy with all scenarios and the suggested response.  If desired this language can be shared with the larger school community.  A suggested way of doing this is through the school newsletter.  The principal can inform parents of the workshop and explain that copies are available in the office.  Parents and others in the community are invited to review and give their feedback to the principal.  
· The final suggested responses can be shared at a staff meeting and discussed, or agreed upon in the manner that is usually followed for that school: consensus, voting or principal dictate.  After agreement is reached, it can be expected that no matter where a child is in the school, they will get a common message about GLBT issues and harassment.
· The principal will need to re-visit the agreed upon common language at the beginning of each school year to remind the staff of the expectations around dealing with these issues and to bring new staff up to date.
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Scenario 1

During sharing time, one of your students says, “My moms are lesbian.”  Another child immediately raises her hand and asks, ”What does lesbian mean?”  How do you answer?

Scenario 2

While out on the playground you overhear one student say to another in an obviously derogatory way, “You’re so gay.”   How do you intervene?

Scenario 3

While instructing a small group at the front of the room, you realize a few students are whispering, giggling and pointing at a student from a family with gay fathers.  You go over and quietly ask what is going on.  They quietly ask you, “Do his dads kiss each other?”  What would you do?

Scenario 4 

You overhear two students talking as they return from art.  One is a child with lesbian parents and the other is not.  The second student asks the first, “I know you’re moms are lesbian.  Does that make you lesbian too?”  The first child is confused and obviously does not know how to respond.  How would you help out?

Scenario 5

You notice that a small group of boys is avoiding one of their usual playmates.  You ask a couple of the boys to talk with you during lunch and you ask them about the behavior you have observed.  The boys look at each other and then one asks, “Why does he act like a girl all the time?”  How do you respond?

Scenario 6

Two students are playing foursquare on the playground.  One boy on the side deliberately forces the ball out of bounds so the student playing can’t return it.  The player says,  “You’re an idiot.  You’re so dumb.”  The boy on the side replies, “Well, you’re just a gay boy.”  How do you respond?

