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It is likely that most students 
will experience someone com-
ing out to them at some point 
in their lives. Knowing what to 
say may seem easy, but offering 
the right support while avoiding 
microaggressions can be more 
difficult than it seems.

The college’s Safe Zone train-
ings provide a way to learn how 
to do just that.

Safe Zone programs have 
existed in higher education 
around the country since the 
1980s, according to Tommy 
Lee, assistant director of inter-
cultural development for gen-
der and sexuality programs. He 
explained that Lafayette estab-
lished its own official Safe Zone 
program at an institutional 
level around 2012, but student 
groups such as Quest had some 
programming before that.

Upon coming to the college in 
July 2021, Lee found that Safe 
Zone program was aging. He 
has since worked on updating 
the program, making it more 
inclusive of all identities within 
the LGBTQIA+ acronym. This 
new curriculum is now in place.

One change to the program 
is that it now consists of four 
50-minute sessions as opposed
to one two-hour training. The
first session is on sexual orien-
tation, focusing predominantly
on lesbian, gay and bisexual stu-
dents. The second is on gender
identity, looking at transgender
and nonbinary students. The
third session revolves around
allyship and inclusion, and the
fourth is on tangible steps that

can be taken to create safe spaces.
“For a  group, that might be 

changing the language we use…
changing some of our policies, 
really thinking more about put-
ting the responsibility on the 
group to take this information 
and strategize on what to do 
with it,” Lee said.

Lee said that he lengthened 
the program in order to slow 
it down, see what the identities 
mean, and add more interac-
tive elements too so it is more 
comparable to a  dialogue than 
a lecture. 

Almost 200 people have 
signed up for Safe Zone training 
this semester so far. Lafayette 
students, faculty and staff can 
sign up on an individual basis or 
request training for a  group. Lee 
said that many new employees 
of the college have signed up 
along with student groups such 
as sororities, fraternities and 
athletic teams.

The chemistry department 
was one group that recently re-
quested a group training.

“The track-record of the 
chemistry department with re-
gard to issues of diversity, eq-
uity, inclusion and social justice 
is not particularly strong. While 
we are making strides to change 
that, there is still a  long way for 
us to go. Finding opportunities 
to improve, either as individuals 
or as a  department as a  whole, is 
important to us,” Chip Nataro, 
head of the chemistry depart-
ment, wrote in an email.

The college’s library staff also 
requested an upcoming training 
for this semester. Anne Hous-
ton, dean of libraries, explained 
that the staff expressed inter-

est as they thought it would be 
useful as they implemented the 
library’s new Diversity, Equity 
and Inclusion plan.

“I think the dual education/al-
lyship approach to the new Safe 
Zone curriculum will be appre-
ciated by the staff, as we all have 
varying knowledge of and ex-
perience with LGBTQIA+ iden-
tities and allyship,” research 
librarian Ana Ramirez Luhrs 
wrote in an email.

Lee takes time to tailor the 
curriculum for specific groups, 
so Safe Zone training for a 
sports team will look differ-
ent than training an academic 
department, for instance. Lee 
explained that ideally, the train-
ing should be in-person, and he 
frequently travels to organiza-
tions’ spaces to do the sessions 
in places like fraternity houses 
and locker rooms.

“The idea is…we’re trying to 
create a  safe space, so why don’t 
we have the training in that safe 
space, to really illustrate the 
idea that this is something that 
is important, this is something 
that’s supported by the group 
and not something that we have 
to do somewhere else secretly,” 
Lee said.

For groups that feel that four 
sessions are too much, Lee ex-
plained that the program can 
be tailored to something shorter 
that might not share the same 
name.

In the future, Lee said he 
would like to have the trainings 
done by peer educators, like the 
program has been done previ-
ously, in order to allow student 
groups to feel more comfortable 
and perhaps even learn better.

In the past, when Lafayette 
community members completed 
the Safe Zone training, they re-
ceived a sticker to put on their 
door, indicating that they had 
finished the training. Lee said 
that in another change to the 
program he is making, people 
completing the program will no 
longer receive a  sticker or cer-
tificate of completion.

“If you look back ten years 
ago, [giving out stickers made] 
a  lot of sense…the climate was 
dramatically different even just 
a  decade ago. And it was almost 
like you were in the minority to 
really take the effort to really go 
through and get trained,” Lee 
said, adding that stickers meant 
students could typically go 
speak to the employee and feel 
comfortable.

However, Lee said that be-
cause of today’s climate and in-
creased pressure to receive the 
training, he sees the training 
as not as special as it once was. 
He added that many stickers he 

sees around campus look old 
and faded since there is no date 
or renewal requirement on the 
stickers.

“I would never ever want a 
student to go to somebody who 
they think is a  resource because 
they have a sticker on their door 
and not get an affirming or sup-
portive response,” Lee said. “I 
would much rather have them 
go through the professional 
resources that are available, 
whether that’s myself or the 
counseling center or other pro-
fessionals on campus.”

Furthermore, Lee said that the 
purpose of the training should 
not be receiving a sticker.

“I think your actions are way 
more meaningful and illustrate 
that you’ve done the training 
than a sticker ever would,” Lee 
said.

Interested students, faculty 
and staff can request Safe Zone 
training on the Gender and Sex-
uality Programs website.
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Recently updated Safe Zone training aims to 
educate on LGBTQIA+ identities, allyship

Individuals and groups can request Safe Zone training, which 
takes place over four fifty-minute sessions.

Making science, technology, engineer-
ing and math (STEM) more inclusive re-
quires more than just increasing the pro-
portion of women, people of color and 
other marginalized groups in the field. In 
their award-winning research, Mechani-
cal Engineering Professor Jenn Ross-
mann and Women’s, Gender and Sexu-
ality Studies (WGSS) Professor Mary 
Armstrong explored how WGSS courses 
can foster confidence and a sense of be-
longing among marginalized STEM stu-
dents.

The pair discussed their research in a 
talk this past Wednesday.

Rossmann initially noticed in exit sur-
veys for mechanical engineering majors 
that when students were asked about the 
most valuable non-engineering class they 
had taken at Lafayette, many answered 
with WGSS classes. In fact, Rossmann 
said that 70% of the mechanical engi-
neering students who took a WGSS class 
found it to be the most valuable of the 20 
or so non-engineering classes they took. 

This observation kickstarted Rossmann 
and Armstrong’s research.

Their research involved administering 
an informal exit survey at the very end of 
Armstrong’s Gender and STEM course, 
an interdisciplinary WGSS course inves-
tigating how STEM fields both shape and 
are shaped by ideas about gender, race, 
ethnicity and sexual identity. Rossmann 
and Armstrong also interviewed a small 
group of students who completed the 
survey for more in-depth conversations.

From the exit survey, Rossmann and 
Armstrong learned that students who 
took Gender and STEM experienced 
three changes: 1) a  shift in understanding 
of STEM experiences from the individual 
to the systemic level; 2) increased agency 
and confidence and 3) an ability to cri-
tique the assumed objectivity of STEM. 
The in-depth interviews only reinforced 
these findings.

They also found that students experi-
enced a new relationship to their STEM 
identity that involved a greater sense of 
belonging within their field.

“This [WGSS] class has made me feel 
more at home in the STEM field than 

any of the 15+ STEM classes I’ve taken,” 
one student from the study said.

Overall, Rossmann and Armstrong’s 
research shows that diverse STEM stu-
dents felt empowered and liberated by 
WGSS courses like Gender and STEM. 
Students also felt strongly that others 
would benefit from such coursework.

However, more work still needs to be 
done. Rossmann and Armstrong argued 
that offering a course like Gender and 
STEM cannot be the end of Lafayette’s 
efforts to make STEM more inclusive.

For instance, because of the low num-
ber of professors who regularly teach 
for the WGSS department, Armstrong 
is only able to teach Gender and STEM 
once a semester. According to Arm-
strong, a  single 15-week course cannot 
capture the full complexity of intersec-
tions between STEM, gender, race, eth-
nicity and sexual orientation. Rossmann 
and Armstrong argued that there needs 
to be more WGSS courses about STEM 
studies in order to reinforce these crucial 
concepts.

Finally, Rossmann and Armstrong em-
phasized the responsibility that STEM 

itself has for making the field more in-
clusive.

“Even if we had a hundred faculty in 
WGSS, it still would not release STEM 
departments and programs from their 
responsibilities in terms of creating con-
tent and a climate that is welcoming to 
students. So STEM still has a  job to do,” 
Armstrong said. “Even if everybody in 
the world could take — or even had to 
take — a WGSS class…there’s still a  lot 
to do.”

Professors Jenn Rossmann and Mary Armstrong discuss 
positive effects of WGSS courses on STEM students
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This word cloud from Professors 
Armstrong and Rossmann’s research, 

which heavily features the word 
‘critical,’ demonstrates the main 

takeaways that STEM students learn 
from WGSS courses.
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