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Abstract

Negotiation of identity development in adolescence has implications that affect 

overall well-being. Spirituality and sexuality are two salient aspects of identi-

ty that are challenging for adolescents, especially those who identify as LGBT. 

 Analysis of intersecting themes across two research inquiries indicated that school 

counselors and students avoided talking with each other about these  aspects 

of identity. Results suggested that avoidance was related to fear of perceived 

 repercussions, public school settings, and concern about value confl icts.

Key words: diversity, junior high/middle school education, LGBTQ, school psychology/
student counseling, secondary education.

School counselors and students may be hesitant to broach potentially salient aspects 
of students’ diverse identities, namely sexuality and spirituality, in the school setting. 
Comparisons of two independent research inquiries, one addressing students’ expe-
riences talking about their sexual identity with school counselors and teachers (Roe, 
2013) and the other examining school counselors’ perception and practices of discussing 
students’ spiritual identity (Schwarz, 2014), revealed shared themes of avoidance due 
to fear of perceived consequences, the public school setting, and potential imposition 
or confl ict of values. Examining the results of interviews with adolescent students and 
school counselors who work with adolescents, it became evident that both students and 
school counselors do informal risk–benefi t analyses when deciding what is safe to dis-
cuss in the school setting. Spirituality and sexuality are two areas where the perceived 
risks seem to outweigh the potential benefi ts, resulting in avoidance of these aspects of 
identity development in schools. This article considers the intersection of two aspects 
of adolescent identity development that are often examined separately or are ignored 
in educational settings.  
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Adolescent Identity Development
Identity development is one of the primary tasks of adolescence; if negotiated success-

fully, it leads to a host of positive outcomes, including better overall mental health and 
improved relationships with others (Erikson, 1968). Conversely, diffi culties with this pro-
cess can lead to negative outcomes such as depression and suicide (Eisenberg & Resnick, 
2006). Adolescents’ identity development involves individuating and “trying to clarify their 
values, beliefs, and direction in life” (Vernon, 2009, p. 28). This often includes examination 
and development of diverse aspects of identity such as spirituality, sexuality, and morality 
(Erikson, 1968). Although adolescents often independently begin thinking about these as-
pects, the process can be confusing and is often facilitated through dialogue with peers and 
adults (Vernon, 2009). School is one of the primary locations where this process takes place. 

Marcia (1966) proposed four identity statuses that adolescents must negotiate. During 
identity diffusion, adolescents report having no real choices to make or not wanting to make 
choices about their identity. Adolescents in identity moratorium are described as being in 
the middle of a crisis, exploring several choices while feeling confused and not yet ready 
to commit to any one choice. Adolescents in identity foreclosure are not ready to make 
a commitment to particular life roles without exploring options, but may do so to meet 
expectations set by others. Lastly, identity achievement refers to adolescents exploring the 
life options available to them and then developing an identity based on choices that they 
have made. Throughout this process, many diffi cult decisions must be made and are often 
renegotiated throughout adolescence and young adulthood. Adolescents explore and commit 
to career aspirations, peer groups, religious beliefs, spiritual beliefs, intimate relationships, 
and sexual orientation (Marcia, 1966). Opportunities to discuss these issues with open and 
caring adults are vital. 

Spiritual and LGBT aspects of identity are essential components in understanding holistic 
human development (Petersen, 2008; Savin-Williams, 2005). Spiritual identity development 
and LGBT identity development are aspects of adolescent development that are typically 
portrayed as being at odds, but in fact they are often interrelated as two important parts 
of one identity development process. As physical, cognitive, and social changes abound, 
adolescents often begin to explore the beliefs and values inherent in their development of a 
sense of self. This process can be especially diffi cult for LGBT youth, who often experience 
dissonance when attempting to reconcile their spiritual and religious beliefs with their 
sexual identity. In conceptualizing adolescent development, the parallels between spiritual 
and LGBT identity development become apparent. 

A well-known model of spiritual development is Fowler’s Faith Development Theory, 
which details developmental stages from childhood through older adulthood. Spiritual 
development is complex and multifaceted, and Fowler’s stages offer a framework through 
which one can conceptualize how people grow in their faiths and beliefs (Fowler & Dell, 
2004). Similarly, Cass’s (1979, 1999) LGBT identity development model conceptualizes ad-
olescent LGBT identity development in stages. Many of these stages involve adolescents 
seeking support and validation from others as they move from confusion and comparison 
toward acceptance and eventually synthesis, which includes integration of all aspects of 
identity, including spirituality. This synthesis of identity is also emphasized in Fowler’s 
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model, which recognizes that adolescents often desire guidance and validation from others 
as they try to understand and confi rm their own beliefs—a process that involves integrating 
“diverse self-images into a coherent identity” (Fowler & Dell, 2004, p. 31). During adoles-
cence, students may internalize the religious views of their parents, while also pursuing 
their own spiritual beliefs as they form independent identities (Sigelman & Rider, 2012). 
This task can be particularly challenging for LGBT adolescents, who may be attempting to 
reconcile their religious and spiritual selves with their LGBT identity. 

In Genia’s (as cited in Gold, 2010) model of spiritual development, adolescents are 
viewed as looking for approval and blessing. As they move toward adulthood and begin to 
explore their individual spirituality, they might feel disconnected from others (Gold, 2010). 
This disconnection from others is also highlighted in Cass’s (1979, 1999) comparison stage 
of LGBT identity development. Students often entertain questions regarding their spiritual 
beliefs and sexual identity throughout adolescence. The support they receive in this explo-
ration process from signifi cant people in their lives, such as parents, and from signifi cant 
institutions, such as schools, can affect the progression of their spiritual and LGBT identity 
development (Petersen, 2008; Savin-Williams, 2005). 

In addition to the developmental perspective, spiritual growth can also be conceptual-
ized through an ecological perspective (Benson, 2004). An ecological approach includes the 
infl uence of social and environmental factors on the spiritual development and beliefs of 
adolescents. In addition to religious and spiritual leaders and congregations, parents, peers, 
and schools often have an impact on the formation of adolescents’ spirituality.  Despite this 
knowledge, there has not been as much research regarding educational factors in this area, 
perhaps due to misinterpretation or overextension of the separation of church and state 
(Benson, 2004).

Similarly, Savin-Williams (2005) also offered an ecologically based view of LGBT iden-
tity development referred to as the differential developmental trajectories perspective or 
framework. The framework is based on four tenets. The fi rst is that LGBT youth are similar 
to all other adolescents in their developmental trajectories, including biologically, psycho-
logically, and socially. Second, in those areas where LGBT adolescents are dissimilar to their 
heterosexual counterparts, these differences may be caused by differences in psychological 
development due to heterocentrism. Third, LGBT individuals vary regarding development 
that is shaped by contextual variables such as geography, religious and spiritual beliefs, and 
socioeconomic status. Finally, given the diversity in individuals’ lives, no two developmen-
tal trajectories are the same (Savin-Williams, 2005). This perspective takes into account the 
complex nature of individuals by incorporating the yet-to-be-discovered contextual vari-
ables that infl uence the lives of LGBT youths. Although these models of LGBT and spiritual 
identity development aid in understanding the developmental processes of adolescents, 
individual experiences vary. 

Adolescent Spirituality and Sexuality in the Schools
Researchers have suggested that students’ spirituality is an important part of their 

individual diversity and have reported positive connections among spirituality and re-
siliency, nonviolent behaviors, and mental health (Sink & Devlin, 2011; Smith-Augustine, 
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2011). Many students have reported that spiritual beliefs are part of the foundation for their 
meaning making, and adolescents often want to examine what spirituality and religion 
mean to them personally (Briggs, Akos, Czyszczon, & Eldridge, 2011). School counselors 
are in a unique position to provide students with a safe place for exploration of this and 
other diverse aspects of their identities. 

As adolescents strive and search for meaning and purpose in their lives, spiritual beliefs 
and issues often become paramount for many (Bruce & Cockreham, 2004). Teenagers who 
reported higher levels of spirituality and religiosity scored higher on measures of meaning 
and purpose in life (Damon, Menon, & Bronk, 2003). Spirituality is a potential mediating 
factor in the link between meaning and well-being (Sink & Richmond, 2004). Adolescents’ 
healthy spirituality is a key to developmental thriving and can be an infl uential factor in their 
overall wellness (Sink & Devlin, 2011). Discovering a sense of meaning through their spiritual 
beliefs can act as a protective factor for students during the adversity of adolescence, aiding in 
their ability to cope in healthy ways (Briggs et al., 2011). Spirituality can also help adolescents 
to fi nd a sense of meaning in the midst of suffering and act as a buffer for at-risk behaviors 
(Yeh, Borrero, & Shea, 2011). In addition, religiosity has been found to be a protective factor 
against health risk behaviors such as underage drinking, cigarette smoking, and marijuana 
use (Blum, McNeely, & Nonnemaker, 2002; Rostosky, Wilcox, Wright, & Randall, 2004). 

Although Blum et al. (2002) found a belief in a higher power to be a protective factor for 
adolescents in general, spiritual and religious beliefs are not universally protective factors 
for all adolescents. Rostosky, Danner, and Riggle (2007) found that religion and spirituality 
were protective factors only for heterosexual adolescents, as there is evidence suggesting 
that religiosity complicates the coming-out process for LGBT adolescents (Schuck & Liddle, 
2001) and can be a source of pain for many LGBT youth (Hillier, Turner, & Mitchell, 2005). 
Furthermore, many LGBT adolescents describe having to make a painful choice between 
their sexual identity and their church, resulting in some adolescents who choose the church 
reporting increased self-hatred as a result (Hillier et al., 2005), while others choose to dis-
connect from their spiritual and religious beliefs and communities (Rostosky et al., 2007). 

Spirituality in Schools
Despite the mission of modern education to educate the whole child, school counsel-

ors often avoid issues surrounding students’ spiritual development and religious beliefs 
(Sink, Cleveland, & Stern, 2007). Although countries such as the United Kingdom have 
recognized the importance of incorporating spiritual and moral development into the edu-
cational setting and curriculum, schools across the United States have been largely devoid 
of any mention of these areas of human development (Bruce & Cockreham, 2004). School 
counselors, concerned about adhering to separation between church and state, will often 
provide an environment for adolescents to discuss social, emotional, academic, or even 
physical issues, but may stop short of addressing spiritual aspects of development (Bruce 
& Cockreham, 2004). Stringent misapplications of this separation can communicate the 
message that students’ beliefs—i.e., parts of their identity—are not welcomed in school, 
potentially leading to feelings of isolation or disengagement (Toshalis, 2008). When issues 
of spirituality are circumvented in schools, a critical component of many students’ lives is 
ignored (Sink & Richmond, 2004). 
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Although many school counselors feel that it is inappropriate to discuss spirituality 
with students, ethical standards in the counseling profession clearly include this as an 
important component of multicultural counseling. In fact, “professional school counselors 
who disregard the spirituality of students and their families (when students present spiritual 
concerns) may be practicing inconsistently with the professional goals and competencies 
established by [professional counseling organizations]” (Lambie, Davis, & Miller, 2008, 
p. 212). Discounting students’ spirituality is equivalent to disregarding other crucial parts 
of their identity such as race, gender, or sexual orientation (Lambie et al., 2008). In working 
with students, school counselors “have the right to explore spiritual issues with students 
when both the counselor and student agree such issues are related to counseling” (Lambie 
et al., 2008, p. 214). Sink (2004) argued that it is critical for school counselors to provide op-
portunities for discussions involving spirituality and to demonstrate openness to address 
students’ meaning making in this area.

LGBT Youth and School Connectedness
School environments are a contributing factor in the healthy development of adolescents 

in general (Blum et al., 2002; Saewyc, Poon, Homma, & Skay, 2008) and LGBT adolescents 
in particular (Bos, Sandfort, de Bruyn, & Hakvoort, 2008; Murdock & Bolch, 2005). School 
connectedness, family connectedness, and feeling safe at school have been linked to lower 
levels of suicide attempts (Eisenberg & Resnick, 2006; Rostosky et al., 2007), as well as 
lower teen pregnancy rates (Saewyc et al., 2008). Diaz, Kosciw, and Greytak (2010) found 
that LGBT students who were harassed or victimized at school had lower levels of school 
connectedness, but that at the same time, having school staff that was supportive of LGBT 
youths was related to greater school connectedness. 

LGBT youth who feel safe at school and believe they have caring teachers have demon-
strated better academic outcomes and reported that support from teachers at their school 
contributed to a sense of psychological belonging (Bos et al., 2008; Murdock & Bolch, 2005). 
Because adolescents spend many of their waking hours in the school setting, it is important 
to examine the practices and perspectives of school counselors and other educators regarding 
exploring and discussing sexual and spiritual identity development with students. 

The Studies
The coauthors of this article, after having a discussion about their respective research 

studies, noticed that there were common themes between interviews with school coun-
selors about spirituality (Schwarz, 2014) and interviews with LGBT high school students 
about their school counselors (Roe, 2013). An informal analysis of intersecting themes 
across the two independent research inquiries revealed that students were discouraged 
from exploring or expressing their spiritual or sexual identities in school due to the 
discomfort of both school counselors and students. Using phenomenological inquiry 
methods, Roe (2013) interviewed seven LGBT public high school students between the 
ages of 14 and 18 regarding their experience receiving support from school counselors, 
while Schwarz (2014) interviewed 10 public middle school counselors regarding their 
work with adolescent students around spirituality. Schwarz also conducted a focus group 
in which information elicited from the interviews with school counselors was explored 
in greater depth.  
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Details regarding the methodology of each study can be accessed by reading Roe (2013) 
and Schwarz (2014). In the following section, quotes from school counselors originate from 
Schwarz (2014), and student quotes regarding their perceptions of their counselors from 
Roe (2013). 

Findings
Regarding how school counselors approached spiritual issues in their work with 

 adolescent students, analysis of the data revealed that they avoided spiritual issues in their 
work in the schools. Across almost all of the counselors’ interviews, participants spoke 
about the areas of spirituality and religion as taboo aspects of identity to discuss in school. 
Discussions involving the spiritual beliefs of students were avoided or shut down. School 
counselors expressed that dialogue about that aspect of students’ identities would be at 
odds with their own identities as public school employees and risked imposition of their 
own values and potential professional consequences. 

Interview responses from LGBT adolescents related to support from school counselors 
indicated that they were hesitant to reach out to their counselors for fear that a disclosure 
would somehow change the student–counselor relationship or that their school counselors 
may fi nd it necessary to break confi dentiality by disclosing information to parents or admin-
istrators. Additionally, students shared that bringing up the topic of sexual orientation with 
their school counselor was diffi cult for them and indicated a desire for school counselors 
to explicitly broach the topic. 

Comparison of the results of both studies indicated that school counselors and students 
avoided discussing diverse aspects of identity for similar reasons. Analysis of the interviews 
suggested that the avoidance of the spiritual and sexual aspects of students’ identities was 
related to the following three factors: fear of perceived repercussions, the public school 
setting, and concern about imposing values or value confl icts. Challenges related to the 
intersection of students’ sexual and religious or spiritual identities were a consistent theme 
in student responses.

Fear of Perceived Repercussions
School counselors’ reluctance to address students’ spiritual identity seemed to be in part 

caused by a fear of perceived consequences. None of the participants were ever threatened 
with consequences or explicitly told not to talk about spirituality or religion with students, 
but their perception of potential repercussions seemed to have a strong infl uence on their 
practice. In explaining why she avoided discussions of spirituality with students, one coun-
selor said, “Whenever you’re in a situation where something like that can cost you your job 
... you have to think twice.” Another said, “We’re just too busy to deal with the backlash. 
We don’t have room for it.” 

Fear of parent or administrator backlash was mentioned by many of the participants. 
One interviewee explained,

You don’t want to be put in that position where some parent says, “Why are you 

talking about God? We don’t celebrate Christmas.” Unfortunately, it just takes one. 
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“How dare you talk about spirituality? You have no right doing that!” It scares you, 

especially when you’re not tenured. It’s the separation of church and state.

Other participants shared similar concerns that affected their likelihood to encourage or 
allow dialogue around sensitive issues. An interviewee explained that he told a student who 
brought up spiritual concerns to talk to her family, “because as your counselor, it’s really not 
my place.” Another counselor observed, “When you’re dealing with minors, you have to 
be very careful, because parents might not look too favorably on [discussing spirituality].” 
Overall, participants were concerned about the potential professional consequences. None 
of the participants reported ever receiving direct instruction not to address these areas, but 
one interviewee explained, “My experience is that it’s kind of a known thing. I don’t know 
how I know it; I just know it.” 

School counselors shared how media and societal pressures contribute to their avoidance 
of spirituality as well. One counselor shared, “I hate to admit it, but I think the media does 
play a little on that because you see ... [teachers’] lives being imploded because they did 
something.” Many participants talked about having to “be careful,” and some expressed 
that even though they would like to explore students’ diverse identities, they felt that they 
could not. Participants discussed how the nature of “society today” added to the pressure 
and fear. One interviewee said,

It’s kind of a litigious environment. ... You know you can get in trouble in that way, 

talking too much about that. And it has happened to other people, so I have it on my 

radar so I don’t really go too deeply into it.

This fear of perceived repercussions directly infl uenced the school counselors’ work with 
students even when a topic was broached that could potentially lead to discussion around 
spirituality. For example, a counselor described a student who was mourning the death of 
his grandfather: “It’s so hard to watch a kid suffer like that and not say anything. The whole 
time I’m thinking, I don’t want to get in trouble for this. Can we change the topic?” Another 
participant shared, “If they want to talk to me about it, I’m willing to listen. I really don’t 
contribute much to it. I’m a little afraid to go there.” The perceived consequences resulted in 
fear strong enough for school counselors to establish spirituality as off-limits with students.

For LGBT adolescents, the risks and costs associated with disclosing their sexual orien-
tation were linked to fears of losing a relationship with their school counselor or teachers, 
as well as concerns about breaches in confi dentiality. One student mentioned his fear that 
his school counselor “would stop helping me with school or whatever, and I just wanted 
to be accepted.” Another student expressed his fears about revealing his sexual orientation 
in school and explained that he was concerned about “whether or not the teacher would 
help [him] with homework when needed.”

A student who was concerned about confi dentiality said, 

Confi dentiality is a little diffi cult because I wanted to tell my guidance counselor 

before I told other people, but I was afraid she was going to tell home or something, and 
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I didn’t know if confi dentiality here was real or not, because I have heard [school coun-

selors] do call home in some cases. So I didn’t exactly feel safe telling an adult for a long 

time.

Public School Setting
In most of the interviews and the focus group, school counselors mentioned how their 

roles as public school employees infl uenced both their perception and practice of exploring 
students’ spirituality or religious beliefs. One participant explained, “I do feel that being in 
a public school, with some of the things you hear about, like the Pledge of Allegiance ... just 
the mention of God, it’s like, you can’t do that. It’s a public school.” Participants believed 
that working in public education precluded them from being able to explore issues of spir-
ituality or religion with students. They explained that “being in a public school is hard” 
and “it’s a really fi ne line in schools what you can talk about and what you can’t talk about, 
particularly as a nontenured teacher.” One interviewee stated emphatically, “Especially in 
an education setting ... no way!” 

Most of the counselors expressed that the spirituality component of meaning making 
or identity was not something they felt comfortable exploring with students in the school 
setting. One counselor observed,

Issues of meaning, if it has anything to do with religion—obviously, as someone that 

works in a public school, [it] is sort of frowned upon to do that. So I try not to get into 

religious discussions with students. Sometimes they may want to go in that direction, but 

I try not to. ... Being in a public school, I just, you just don’t go there.

Not only did the school counselors not broach the subject, but some of them actually dis-
couraged the students from talking about it, even if the student was the one who initiated 
the dialogue. 

Similarly, youth sensed that their school counselors were not comfortable broaching the 
topic of sexual orientation in the school setting. Students mentioned several examples of 
times when they wanted their school counselors to talk about this aspect of their identity, 
or to address such issues more directly—for the counselor to “put it out there that you are 
willing to talk about anything.” One participant said his school counselor was “OK with 
[my sexual orientation], and I do not know to what extent; we didn’t go into detail about it, 
because I didn’t want to make my guidance counselor uncomfortable.” Another student said, 

I wish she would have asked, I guess, before, when she suspected that I was [gay]. I 

wished she would have just asked instead of waiting for me to tell her, because it was kind 

of hard to tell her because she was conservative and ... older school, but I wish she would 

have asked. I know that would probably offend some people, but I would’ve been OK with 

it; it would have been kind of nice.

Values
Nearly every school counselor interviewed alluded to the idea that discussing spirituality 

with students created the potential for them to impose their own values. Many participants 

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

C
ol

le
ge

 o
f 

N
ew

 J
er

se
y]

, [
St

ua
rt

 R
oe

] 
at

 1
1:

22
 1

4 
Se

pt
em

be
r 

20
15

 



444 • The Educational Forum • Volume 79 • 2015

Schwarz and Roe

made statements about imposing values, even though there were no related questions in 
the interview. Participants were asked whether the spiritual or religious beliefs of their 
students ever came into play in their discussions about meaning and how they felt about 
discussing students’ beliefs with them. When responding, all the school counselors made 
some statement about imposing their own values: for example, “I try not to let my personal 
beliefs get into the way I work with students” and “I have a very strong faith, but I don’t 
feel I have the right to impose that on other people.” 

Participants who said they thought considering students’ beliefs was important often 
added qualifying statements to their responses such as, “I defi nitely try to do it without 
‘browbeating’ anybody with it.” One participant said she liked to ask students whether they 
were spiritual or religious, but pointed out, “Even though I am a spiritual person as well, I 
would never infringe my own religion on them.” Throughout the interviews, participants 
exhibited a hyperawareness of the potential for imposition of values in this area that was 
not present in the other parts of the discussion about meaning and other aspects of identity. 

The importance of values also emerged in the interviews with LGBT adolescents. The 
students explained how they looked for cues to learn about the values and belief systems of 
school counselors and teachers, and used these cues to determine from whom they could or 
could not seek support. For example, one student, worried that his disclosure would be met 
with rejection based on the perceived values of his counselor, said, “When I was younger, I 
didn’t talk to anybody about it, like adults, and I didn’t want them not to like me because 
of something I couldn’t change. I didn’t want them to feel weird around me.” Another 
student asked his counselor whether she would describe herself as liberal or conservative, 
or Democrat or Republican, as part of his decision-making process. After learning small 
pieces of information about their school counselors and teachers, students made judgments 
about the value systems of these educators. These student perceptions of school counselors’ 
and teachers’ values greatly infl uenced their help-seeking behaviors, regardless of whether 
those perceptions were accurate. When asked how you knew if someone would be support-
ive, one student replied, “Hyperobservancy, that is basically it.” Adolescents were being 
“hyperobservant” about whom they could turn to for support, and school counselors were 
being “hyperaware” of the potential to impose their values, limiting discussions related to 
crucial components of identity development. 

When LGBT students were interviewed, they often spoke of negative experiences relat-
ed to their own religious beliefs as well as the beliefs of adults in their lives. Most viewed 
religion as something their parents or others had used against them to condemn their sexual 
orientation. Some students delayed or did not tell their parents about their sexual orien-
tation based on the perception that their parents’ religious beliefs would lead to rejection. 
None of the students interviewed regularly attended church. One student explained, “It 
just feels more weird because I know that it’s not allowed; so to walk in there, I would feel 
out of place.” Many of the students were previously involved in the churches attended by 
their parents, but as they became more aware of their sexuality, they decided not to attend. 
One student reported having been told by a church leader, “‘You need to recant your ways 
or pray for something to fi x it. ... If you are not going to even try to fi x yourself, then why 
come?’” The student concluded, “And since then I haven’t gone.” 
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Although students expressed disappointment in the reactions of adults and religious 
institutions, they still wanted to connect with the spiritual part of their identity. One student 
wished he could turn to religious leaders to discuss his sexuality: “One of the things that I 
really wish I could have changed, there were no pastors that even helped.” 

Discussion and Implications
Although school counselors referenced exploring identity a great deal with students, 

they did not seem to feel comfortable broaching certain aspects of students’ multicultural 
identities, including spirituality and sexual orientation. Not only were counselors not rais-
ing the topic of spirituality with students, but they also would sometimes even “close the 
door” on the conversation if students referred to their religious or spiritual beliefs. Similarly, 
students reported sensing that conversations related to their sexual orientation made their 
counselor uncomfortable. If counselors did allow the dialogue related to spiritual beliefs 
or sexual orientation to continue, the counselors would often participate only passively or 
disengage. 

Many school counselors mentioned that they were doing school counseling and not 
therapy, so they did not need to address certain areas. Student participants also had a sense 
that certain topics were off-limits in school. Students often viewed their school counselor as 
someone that they could visit only to discuss issues with school. For the LGBT adolescents 
interviewed, discussing spiritual or religious beliefs with parents was also often a point of 
contention. Adolescents often believed that parents used religious teachings against them, 
leaving many to feel as if they could no longer attend the church in which they were raised. 
These LGBT adolescents needed someone with whom they could process their thoughts 
related to reconciling their religious or spiritual traditions with their sexual orientation. If 
school counselors felt as if they could not discuss spirituality, and parents were often un-
available to discuss these topics with their children, from whom would these adolescents 
get support? School is a space to which all students have access and potentially supplies the 
only counselors some students will ever encounter. School counselors who do not address 
these needs risk reinforcing oppression by invalidating the importance of parts of students’ 
identities, including spirituality and sexual orientation. 

During the interviews, several counselors expressed feeling as if they could not bring 
their spiritual identities to school. Was it possible that they did not feel as if all aspects of 
their identities were welcome at school, and therefore they did not provide an environment 
that welcomed all aspects of the students’ identities? Counselors shared comments such as 
“I wish I could talk more openly about spirituality, but unfortunately I feel like you can’t,” 
and “It depends on the environment you’re in. Some people get really angry if they hear 
you mention anything about religion.” They discussed the importance of being tolerant of 
others’ beliefs, but in practice, tolerance seemed to equate with avoidance of discussing 
such aspects in public schools. 

As Palmer (2007) suggested, educators cannot simply leave who they are at the steps 
of the school. Whether school counselors are cognizant of it or not, what they believe and 
aspects of their identities are refl ected in their work with students. A lack of awareness about 
this infl uence can have ethical implications. In these studies, school counselors expressed 
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fear of imposing their values and therefore avoided discussing diverse aspects of students’ 
identities. While being aware of not imposing one’s values is essential, avoiding these areas 
altogether can be just as damaging by potentially reinforcing the idea that students must 
leave these aspects of themselves at the steps of the school as well. Counselors must develop 
their ability to support students while maintaining appropriate boundaries by becoming 
refl ective practitioners, broaching diverse aspects of student identity, and engaging in 
 professional development. 

Becoming Refl ective Practitioners
It is vital for school counselors to be refl ective and explore aspects of their identities to 

see how their beliefs and experiences can be infl uencing their practice and ultimately affect-
ing the students with whom they work. As counselors become more aware, they can seek 
knowledge by reading current research and seeking relevant professional development to 
increase cultural literacy and competence. As they grow more comfortable, they can become 
more refl ective about school policies and practices, advocating for school counseling services 
and a welcoming environment for all aspects of students’ identities. School counselors can 
ask students questions about “who am I?” in their initial meetings with students, offering 
categories of spirituality, race, sexual orientation, and other areas of identity to signal to 
students that discussion of these topics is welcome. Initiating this conversation also will 
help school counselors to gain a better understanding about the aspects of identity that are 
most salient for the student. Environmental cues such as a “safe zone” sign hung on the 
door—stating that the counseling offi ce is a safe space for students of all races, religions, 
sexual orientations, and other relevant identities—also can communicate a welcoming 
environment. Brochures, websites, handbooks, and other program materials must directly 
state that spirituality and sexual orientation are topics open for exploration. Listing LGBT 
orientation and spirituality issues together could prove useful, symbolically signaling that 
these identities are not mutually exclusive. 

Broaching Diverse Aspects of Student Identity
One of the most concerning fi ndings of both of these studies is the avoidance of aspects 

of students’ diverse identities. School counselors discussed feeling unprepared in this area; 
many shared that this area was not included in their graduate counseling preparation. 
Teaching school counseling graduate students how to ethically broach all aspects of their 
students’ identities in the school setting is imperative. Counseling graduate students need 
to learn practical ways to invite students’ spiritual and LGBT identities into the counsel-
ing process. Spiritual and LGBT identity development models, such as the ones outlined 
previously in this article, could be presented in the curriculum. Instruction on how to use 
exercises such as developing spiritual life maps when counseling adolescents could also be 
helpful to school counseling students. Internship coursework could include exercises such 
as analyzing intake forms and procedures in terms of how clients may feel about discussing 
their spiritual beliefs or sexual identities. Counselor educators teaching skills or techniques 
courses could provide students with role plays depicting clients dealing with spiritual or 
sexual identity concerns, in which the graduate students would have the opportunity to 
experience role-playing both the client and the counselor. In addition, counselor educators 
need to teach counselors-in-training ways to affi rm the sexual and spiritual identity of clients. 
Counselors-in-training also should be informed about the value of consulting with spiritual 
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or religious leaders in the community. School counselors should be encouraged and prepared 
to work with school- and community-based spiritual and LGBT organizations to provide 
joint programming, allowing for spiritual and LGBT identities to intersect.

Providing opportunities for graduate counseling students to practice and develop cultur-
al literacy would be benefi cial. Counselor educators need to work with graduate students on 
self-awareness and better prepare them to address areas with which they feel uncomfortable, 
such as sexuality and spirituality. The idea of spirituality and sexuality as taboo topics needs 
to be challenged, and counseling students should be encouraged to understand that one’s 
spirituality or sexuality is often a refl ection of one’s identity. As graduate students have op-
portunities to practice broaching these areas, they become more equipped to provide ethical 
and effective counseling services to diverse populations of students and clients (Day-Vines 
et al., 2007). Not only do we need to equip counseling students to competently and ethically 
practice in all areas of multiculturalism, but we need to prepare them to navigate these vital 
areas within the public school environment. Many of the participants expressed uncertainty 
about the ethical or legal implications of addressing aspects of students’ spiritual identities 
or religious beliefs in the school setting. Counselor educators need to help counseling stu-
dents to become familiar with professional ethical codes and prepare counseling students to 
practice ethically in the unique environment of public schools. For example, the American 
School Counselor Association’s Ethical Standards for School Counselors (2010) makes clear 
that school counselors have an ethical obligation to meet the unique educational, personal, 
social, and career needs of all students. Recognizing the importance of spirituality in the 
lives of LGBT individuals, the Association for Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, and Transgender Issues 
in Counseling’s Competencies for Counseling With Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Queer, Questioning, 

Intersex, and Ally Individuals (ALGBTIC LGBQQIA Competencies Taskforce et al., 2013) and 
the American Counseling Association’s Competencies for Counseling With Transgender Clients 
(ALGBTIC Transgender Committee, 2010) address the importance of counselors working to 
integrate LGBT identity development models with spiritual identity development models 
and encourage counselors to attend to intersecting identities. 

Engaging in Professional Development
Many participants mentioned the lack of relevant professional development for school 

counselors. Despite being eager to further develop their counseling skills, professional 
development opportunities seemed to be limited to inservice workshops about teaching 
and mental health workshops geared toward community counselors. Counselor educators 
can be instrumental in providing relevant professional development workshops to school 
districts. Improving the quality and supply of professional development may be one of the 
key strategies for bridging the gap between graduate training and school counselor practice. 
Professional development opportunities aimed at helping counselors explore and develop 
cultural competence in ethical ways to welcome and acknowledge students’ spiritual and 
sexual identities in the school setting would be particularly benefi cial.

Conclusion
Adolescence is a time when many youth turn to adults for guidance regarding various 

aspects of their identity development, including spirituality and sexuality. This analysis of 
two research studies suggests parallels in the reasons that school counselors and students 
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avoid discussing these topics in schools, including a fear of perceived costs or repercussions, 
the public school setting, and concerns regarding a potential imposition or confl ict of values. 
Challenges related to the intersection of students’ sexual and religious or spiritual identities 
were a consistent theme throughout student responses. 

As Blum et al. (2002) found, nonfamilial adults who care about a student can serve 
as protective factors alongside supportive adult family members; these adults most like-
ly interact with students as school counselors, teachers, coaches, and clergy. For school 
counselors to most effectively fulfi ll this role, they must implement strategies designed to 
develop the self as a more refl ective practitioner, practice explicitly broaching topics related 
to spirituality and sexual orientation, and obtain appropriate professional development. In 
doing so, they will help foster a safe environment for all adolescents to develop by giving 
them a space where they are welcomed to discuss every aspect of their identity, including 
spirituality and sexual orientation. 
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